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Welcome to 2nd Street Community Church … we’re a casual church with a serious Mission, which is to become more like Jesus Christ by loving God, loving people, and serving our world.  It’s good to be together here this morning, out under a blue sky and in the beauty of God’s creation.  What extravagance God has lavished onto us …

I SEE GOD’S EXTRAVAGANCE In the WAY HE CREATED THE world … with all it’s colors, sizes, designs, textures, smells, sounds, and nearly countless variations.
AND I SEE GOD’S EXTRAVANCE IN THE WAY HE CREATED our HEARTS AND OUR minds … with all our differences, emotions, belies, feelings, doubts, thoughts, opinions, passions, foibles, failures, and victories.

Over a century ago, German philosopher, author, and professional religious skeptic, Frederick Nietzsche wrote … “The essential thing in heaven and earth is … that there should be a long obedience in the same direction; for there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something which has made life worth living.”

In 2000, American pastor-teacher, author and God-lover Eugene Peterson, picked up on Nietzsche’s phrase “A long obedience in the same direction” and turned it the title of a book in which he wrote … “All the persons of faith I know are sinners, doubters, and uneven performers.  We are secure not because we are sure of ourselves but because we trust that God is sure of us.”
It can be a precarious thing to talk with God, and to listen to God talking back.  And it can be an even more precarious thing to tell others that we’re followers of Jesus Christ.  Because once we cross over that line of faith in our hearts, and in our minds, and with our mouths, the score cards come out and the people closest to us, especially those, who like Nietzsche are religious skeptics, watch, and form opinions about what Christianity is all about, not just by what they think about the Bible, or about Christian theology, but because of what they see and hear about Jesus Christ from the stories being written by your words, and my actions, and our priorities.  Listen again to these two quotes from Nietzsche and Peterson … back-to-back …

Frederick Nietzsche … “The essential thing in heaven and earth is … that there should be a long obedience in the same direction; for there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, something which has made life worth living.”
Eugene Peterson … “All the persons of faith I know are sinners, doubters, and uneven performers.  We are secure not because we are sure of ourselves but because we trust that God is sure of us.”
We have an idea of who and what we long to become … of the long obedience in the same direction we want to be descriptive of our life, and how our beliefs match up with our actions … and yet, in our humanity, we struggle to consistently live out the changes we long to see take place on the inside, at the core, of who we are.  And so the spiritual wrestling match continues for each of us.  You know what I’m talking about.  I know that you do.

ILLUSTRATION … In the first few months after Teresa and I were married, 28 years ago, I tested the limits of her love and patience by making a large purchase without talking with her about it.  I’d been using a small boombox-style stereo for several years, and longed for the “big, room-filling sound” of an upscale stereo …

Pioneer amp and a pre-amp, Thorens record player with an upgraded Sony stylus, Akai cassette tape player, Macintosh receiver, and, Infinity speakers.

Out with the boombox with it’s auxiliary 8-track player/recorder.  And in with a rack of components I bought slightly used at a high-end stereo store in downtown Portland … they were beautiful, gleaming, and unblemished.  Stunning, really.  Oh, and did I mention that I bought it all without talking with Teresa?  Around $1,500 … in 1982 dollars.

I learned a lot about Teresa that Saturday night when she came home from work and saw what I’d done.  And that night and the next day I also learned a lot about myself, and a lot about marriage, and a lot about grace and forgiveness, and a lot about what it means to come to my senses after doing something foolish and selfish, and about doing the right thing, even if it’s after the fact.

And so on Monday morning I re-packaged everything back up, filled up the trunk and the back seat of my 1968 Plymouth Fury III, and drove the long, silent, road of shame from Gladstone to a store that isn’t there any more by the main Portland Library in NW Portland.  When I told the salesman what I’d done (yes, it was the same one who’d made the sale just two days before), he gave me a knowing look, combined with some major stink eye, took the equipment back, charging me a 10% restocking fee, and kicked my sorry rear-end out the door.
I was bummed out, but on the drive home, and for days after, I realized that in the end I’d actually gained a lot more than I’d lost.  And I learned some important lessons about Teresa, about myself, and about God …

TERESA … That weekend I discovered that Teresa was more practical with money than me, and that I needed to seek her advice, and then follow it … I learned that Teresa was okay with delayed gratification, and that her vows to marry me meant that she was willing to meet me where I was at, warts and all, and talk through a conflict instead of storming off or making me sleep on the couch, or giving me the silent treatment.  But that didn’t mean that she was going to put up with me being childish, or living like I as still single instead of married when it came to our money.

MYSELF … That weekend I also came face-to-face with my own propensity to put myself at the center of the known universe … and about my stubborn willingness to make an idol out of myself and my own desires.  But I also discovered that when I remain teachable and willing to learn from my mistakes, that I could actually change … and that gave me a foundational kind of hope that has served me well over the past 28 years.

But I didn’t just learn some important things about Teresa and myself that weekend.  I also learned some important things about God.

GOD … Over the course of that weekend I discovered that God could actually give me a “do over” when I listened to Him and to the people He brought into my life … but that a real “do over” and not just a spineless “I’ll try to not do that again if I feel like it” can only happen when I surrender to God’s plans for my life and when that surrender includes honest confession and humble repentance.
And so all-in-all, now that I look back on it, my whole “buy a really expensive stereo without talking with Teresa psycho adventure” was actually a good experience … even though it was also painful and embarrassing to realize how childish I could be as a 24 year old young man.  Teresa, thanks for not giving up on me.  Thinking through this story this past week reminded me of a quote by another great, 20th-Century theologian, Homer Simpson, when he said …

“Look, Marge, I’m sorry I haven’t been a better husband.  I’m sorry about the time I tried to make gravy in the bathtub.  I’m sorry I used your wedding dress to wax the car.  And I’m sorry – oh well, let’s just say I’m sorry for the whole marriage up to this point.”  
See honey, feeling okay about our marriage is about comparing me to the right person.  Compare me to the right guy … Homer Simpson (okay, I get it … he’s just a cartoon!) and I’m not all that bad!  But something else I also learned over that weekend of fated pseudo-enlightenment is that the insanity in my life always exists when I buy into the lie … no matter how subtly … that I can do life on my own.  Because I can’t.  None of us can.  But the good news is that there’s hope.  Let me read you a story that Jesus told that gives us some great insights into this truth.  It’s found in LUKE 15, and it’s commonly referred to as “The Story of The Prodigal Son.”

In this chapter, Luke tells us three Jesus parables that all speak to the truth that God has a love for everything that’s lost.  One parable is about a lost sheep, and then one is about a lost coin, and then finally, there’s one about a couple of lost people.  Let me read you this chapter from The Gospel of Luke, which was written in the second half of the 1st-Century.  I’m reading this morning from the J.B. Phillips New Testament in Modern English.

LUKE 15:1-2 (J.B. PHILLIPS, THE NEW TESTAMENT IN MODERN ENGLISH)
1-2 Now all the Tax Collectors and “outsiders” were crowding around to hear what Jesus had to say.  The Pharisees and the scribes complained of this, remarking, “This man accepts sinners and even eats His meals with them.”

When the words of Jesus are spoken and lived out, they’ve always engaged the hearts and minds of all kinds of people.  Just look around here this morning.  We’re a pretty white group, but other than that, the diversity among us is large.  And another thing we see in the first couple verses of this chapter is that most of the time, Jesus’ biggest critics were the religious people … this is one of the reasons I love 2nd Street, because it’s made up of a bunch of recovering Pharisees … like me.
LUKE 15:3-7 (J.B. PHILLIPS, THE NEW TESTAMENT IN MODERN ENGLISH)
3-7 So Jesus spoke to them, using this parable:  “Wouldn’t any man among you who owned a hundred sheep, and lost one of them, leave the ninety-nine to themselves in the open, and go after the one which is lost until he finds it?  And when he has found it, he will put it on his shoulders with great joy, and as soon as he gets home, he will call his friends and neighbors together.  ‘Come and celebrate with me,’ he will say, ‘for I have found that sheep of mine which was lost.’  I tell you that it is the same in Heaven - there is more joy over one sinner whose heart is changed than over ninety-nine righteous people who have no need for repentance.
Jesus loved telling stories and then letting His listeners figure out which character they were most like.  And when you and I read through the Gospels, this is an important habit to pick up, because it was Jesus’ firm intent that we see ourselves in the parables.  At different times we’ll see ourselves as different characters … but I guarantee you we’re always there.

Ever been a lost sheep?  Ever been part of a flock and had a fellow sheep wander off, or tumble down the hill of faith and go off the radar spiritually or relationally?  When this happens, the lost sheep is on God’s heart.  And as followers of Jesus Christ, and as people who are wanting to become more like Him, sheep that get lost need to be on our hearts, and on our minds, and in our prayers too.
LUKE 15:8-10 (J.B. PHILLIPS, THE NEW TESTAMENT IN MODERN ENGLISH)
8-10 “Or if there is a woman who has ten silver coins, if she should lose one, won’t she take a lamp and sweep and search the house from top to bottom until she finds it?  And when she has found it, she calls her friends and neighbors together.  ‘Come and celebrate with me’, she says, ‘for I have found that coin I lost.’  I tell you, it is the same in Heaven - there is rejoicing among the angels of God over one sinner whose heart is changed.”

Ever lose something precious to you?  For the woman in this parable, losing this coin would be akin to a woman today losing one of the diamonds out of her wedding ring.  And Jesus says that when a person wanders off from God and is lost … when a person chooses to take their eyes off of God and gets lost, THEN just like the woman in this parable sweeping and searching from top to bottom, God will move heaven and earth to try and recapture the lost person’s attention and affection, and bring them home to Himself.

Many years ago a survey was taken of literature professors to discover the greatest short story every written.  The criteria for nominating a story as “great” was that it had to be able to be read over and over again, each time making an impact and driving home a truth.  When the ballots were tallied, 70% put the story of The Prodigal Son in first place.
LUKE 15:11-32 (J.B. PHILLIPS, THE NEW TESTAMENT IN MODERN ENGLISH)
11-19 Then Jesus continued, “Once there was a man who had two sons.  The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of the property that will come to me.’  So he divided up his property between the two of them.  Before very long, the younger son collected all his belongings and went off to a foreign land, where he squandered his wealth in the wildest extravagance.  And when he had run through all his money, a terrible famine arose in that country, and he began to feel the pinch.  Then he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country who sent him out into the fields to feed the pigs.

He got to the point of longing to stuff himself with the food the pigs were eating and not a soul gave him anything.  Then he came to his senses and cried aloud, ‘Why, dozens of my father’s hired men have got more food than they can eat and here I am dying of hunger!  I will get up and go back to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have done wrong in the sight of Heaven and in your eyes.  I don’t deserve to be called your son any more. Please take me on as one of your hired men.”’

20-24 So he got up and went to his father.  But while he was still some distance off, his father saw him and his heart went out to him, and he ran and fell on his neck and kissed him.  But his son said, ‘Father, I have done wrong in the sight of Heaven and in your eyes. I don’t deserve to be called your son any more.’  ‘Hurry!’ called out his father to the servants, ‘fetch the best clothes and put them on him!  Put a ring on his finger and shoes on his feet, and get that calf we’ve fattened and kill it, and we will have a feast and a celebration!  For this is my son - I thought he was dead, and he’s alive again.  I thought I had lost him, and he’s found!’  And they began to get the festivities going.
25-32 “But his elder son was out in the fields, and as he came near the house, he heard music and dancing.  So he called one of the servants across to him and enquired what was the meaning of it all.  ‘Your brother has arrived, and your father has killed the calf we fattened because he has got him home again safe and sound,’ was the reply.  But he was furious and refused to go inside the house.  So his father came outside and called him.
Then he burst out, ‘Look, how many years have I slaved for you and never disobeyed a single order of yours, and yet you have never given me so much as a young goat, so that I could give my friends a dinner?  But when that son of yours arrives, who has spent all your money on prostitutes, for him you kill the calf we’ve fattened!’  But the father replied, ‘My dear son, you have been with me all the time and everything I have is yours.  But we had to celebrate and show our joy.  For this is your brother; I thought he was dead - and he’s alive.  I thought he was lost - and he is found!’“ 

Three great parables about three valuable things that were thrown away, misplaced, or lost … and then missed, longed for, looked for, and eventually found.  And in these three parables I see some great truths about God’s love for us, about God’s desire to never give up on us, or lose hope in us … and about the truth that God will never turn His back on us or stop believing in us, even after we’ve done foolish, crazy, sinful, wasteful things.  Amazing.

One lost coin, one lost sheep, and not one lost son, but two.  Two sons … two brothers, lost for different reasons, and in different ways, but both of them lost nonetheless.  The way Jesus ends the third parable shows us the homecoming of the younger son, but not the rescuing, or the coming home of the older son … the one who appeared to have never left.

Prodigal is a word that Bible teachers and commentators have added to this parable as a way to set it apart from the two other parables in LUKE 15 … and so prodigal isn’t a word Jesus used in telling the parable.  And while prodigal is an interesting word to describe the actions of the younger son who took his inheritance and ditched his family, his home, and ultimately put any hope he’d had earlier onto life-support … and while prodigal is an interesting word to describe the actions of the older son who stayed at home and thought that just by following all the rules, he could somehow “earn” his father’s love … prodigal is also a word that pastor-teacher and author, Tim Keller, of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, NY, says also applies to the father of these two young men …

The word prodigal is an adjective that means “recklessly extravagant,” “having spent everything,” or “having or giving something on a lavish scale.”  I’ve always easily labeled the younger son as a prodigal, but then about 10 years ago, when I read Henri Nouwen’s book “The Return of The Prodigal Son” I also attached the term prodigal to the older brother.  But it wasn’t until I read Tim Keller’s book “The Prodigal God” that I opened my eyes to the reality that the term prodigal can spin toward bad and toward good … toward wisdom and toward foolishness, toward righteousness and toward unrighteousness, and toward sin and toward holiness.

Keller says that the word prodigal also applies to the God-figure father in the parable, because in his actions we see the reckless extravagance of God, and the rock-solid truth that in the life, the ministry, the death, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ, God spent everything to step out of heaven so that He could step into our lives.  Do you see it?

When was the last time you sensed the reckless extravagance of God’s love … in your right choices, and in your wrong choices?  When was the last time you experienced God’s lavish searching for you, His epic reaching out for you, His “I’m not giving up on you” quest for you in your lostness, or His graceful embracing of you in the chapters of your life that have been devoted and focused on Him and on His priorities?  There’s nothing we can do that can make God love us any less.  And there is nothing we can do that will make God love us any more.  God’s love for us is unconditional, and certifiably crazy.

Author Robert Benson, in his book “Between The Dreaming And The Coming True” writes …

“Does God love you?” I asked a five-year-old little girl.  She stifled a grin, for she’s a compassionate soul.  “Yep,” she said easily, confidently, and certainly.  “How do you know?”  “Because of the way He talks to me.  He just likes me.  I recognize it in His voice.”
On Friday evening 15 September, 2006, I listened to an episode of the NPR radio show “This American Life” entitled “Unconditional Love” … you can find it in the archives at www.thisamericanlife.org … it’s Episode #317.  The subtitle for Episode # 317 says, “Stories of unconditional love between parents and children, and how hard love can be sometimes in daily practice.”
Maybe you can relate to how hard it can be to love unconditionally, when thinking about your relationships with your parents, or with your children … or maybe your connection with this truth comes when you think about your relationships student-to-student, or from boyfriend-to-girlfriend, or from girlfriend-to-boyfriend, or from husband-to-wife, or from wife-to-husband, or from friend-to-friend, or from co-worker-to-co-worker, or from neighbor-to-neighbor.

Because as beautiful and perfect and restorative as unconditional love can be when it’s lived out, received, and encountered in ways soft or furious, the sometimes nearly overwhelming reality is that at times, unconditional love can also seem nearly smothering or painful in it’s pursuit of us, and in it’s desire to wake us up to the beauty of its healing.
In Episode # 317 Unconditional Love from This American Life, host Alix Spiegel recounts the story of a couple, Rick and Heidi Solomon, who adopted a little boy named Daniel, from Romania.  And in all the paperwork Rick and Heidi read and filled out before the adoption, they were never told that Daniel suffered from acute attachment disorder.  A lack of touch and nurturing in the Romanian orphanage had left Daniel distant, aloof and unresponsive to any and all attempts to connect with him, love him, accept him, or teach him even the social and relational basics of what it means to be a healthy human being.

Over and over again, for years, Daniel’s rejection left them emotionally, physically, relationally, and spiritually bruised and battered, as all attempts to show their unconditional love for him were aggressively, antagonistically, and consistently resisted.

But finally … after years of tears, struggles, prayers, and unrequited love, when he was 17 years old, through a series of unique, year-long therapy techniques that included Daniel not being any further than three feet from either Rick or Heidi for more than a few hours a day, and them holding him on both of their laps (because he was, by then, bigger than both of them) for 20 minutes each night, feeding him ice cream, looking into his eyes, and talking about their feelings, their fears, and their hopes … FINALLY, Daniel’s heart and mind were captured by the unstoppable force of their unconditional love, and he responded with the broken purity and openness of the younger son in the LUKE 15 story … and he “came to his senses” and “came home” to where he’d actually been loved and accepted all along.

The unconditional love of Daniel’s parents wouldn’t let him go.  It was a love rooted in a long obedience in the same direction that eventually melted the ice of Daniel’s heart, and chiseled away at the stoniness of his mind, and opened him up to the healing that could only be found by surrendering to it.  I cried and cried that night as I listened to the Solomon’s story and to Daniel’s response to the power of unconditional love.

In the story in LUKE 15 we see how easily we make an idol of self, and then in response, reject the unconditional love of God and others.  In his book “The Prodigal God” Tim Keller tells us that just like there are two ways the sons in Jesus’ parable tried to get what the Father had to offer, so too there are two ways for you and I to turn ourselves and our desires into idols and try to become our own savior and lord, the own answer to our prayers, the center of our universe, and the voice that cries back to us as we search for meaning.

The younger son tried to do this by living a bad life, and the older son tried to do this by living a good life.  Keller goes on to say that most of us learn to relate to God in one of three ways … irreligion, religion, and the gospel.

Irreligious people, those like the younger son who took what his father gave him and hit the road believe that even if God has given them life, that they’re not tethered to God through their hearts, their minds, their passions, their emotions, or their beliefs, and so they run away from Him as hard and fast as their feet will carry them – looking for meaning, purpose, and love in all the wrong places.  They believe their choices aren’t wrong, just different … and they usually view God’s commands about how to live life as stifling their freedoms, and so they don’t see their need to repent and come home to God.
Religious people, those like the older son who stayed at home, try to live a life of religious structure and perfection, often shoving their beliefs onto others in ways that reveal more about their own insecurities than about God’s unconditional love.  They have everything in their life labeled black and white, as sin or not sin, and feel good about their lives as long as they’re being saintly, are hidden, masked, and fake about their own struggles, and they quickly label as pathetic and lost others who break the rules that they themselves can’t keep, and usually only pretend to even really pursue.

But there’s a third way that you and I can choose to relate to God … and that’s the Gospel way … the way demonstrated in the story of the prodigal God.

GOSPEL people, people being transformed from the inside out because they’re in a heart-relationship with Jesus Christ, will repent of both their outward, visible sins … and of their inward, often hidden, self-righteousness.  And this is the kind of lives God is calling us to embrace in the parables of LUKE 15 … because it’s only God’s unconditional love that really changes our motivations, our identities, and our view of the world in which we live and breathe and have our being.

The Father desperately loved both his sons, and just as his heart and hopes were healed when his irreligious son came to his senses and came home, so too, his heart and hopes longed that the eyes of his religious son would someday be opened up to the truth that he loved him no matter what he tried to do, or failed to do, or in fact, couldn’t do, without first embracing his unconditional love.  This parable is what I call one of the “sticky stories” in the Bible … because no matter how hard I try, I just can’t get away from it.  Do you see it?

I see myself in the PRODIGAL, irreligious but redeemed life of the son who basically told his dad that he wished he was dead, demanded his inheritance, squandered it, and then came back home broken, but ready to be made whole.  That was me in 1978 when I met Jesus in a way that shook me to the core and gave me the opportunity to begin again.

But in the 32 years since coming to my senses and coming home to God I’ve also struggled with seeing myself in the PRODIGAL, religious but floundering, unhappy, and blaming life of the older son who thought for sure that he’d earned his father’s love by trying harder than his brother, and by keeping his shoulder to the grindstone.  And it’s only by the way I’m also learning to see and understand God that I’m being set free from being held in this trap.

I see God in the PRODIGAL, EXTRAVAGANT, OVER-THE-TOP love of the Father, whose love for both of His sons wouldn’t let them go.  We know that the RELIGIOUS son came to his senses and went back home.  But the parable doesn’t give us a nice ending to make us feel all warm and fuzzy.  Maybe that’s because God wants each one of us to write the end of the parable with our own lives, and with our own choices, and with our own decisions to draw near to the unconditional love of God, inviting God to put the busted up pieces of our lives … all the IRREGLIOUS pieces, and all the RELIGIOUS pieces … back together again.  Because without Jesus Christ at the very center of our lives, there isn’t a one of us who can be good enough to earn God’s grace, or bad enough to not be able to receive God’s grace.

ILLUSTRATION … During WW II, a group of American soldiers were fighting in the countryside of France.  Late one afternoon, during an intense scrimmage, one of the GIs was mortally wounded.  Not wanting to leave him behind on the battlefield, his fellow soldiers decided to bury him and give him a funeral, as best as they could.

One of the soldiers remembered seeing a small church a ways away – and that to one side there was, like at so many churches, in France and back home, a small, fenced cemetery.  And so they carried their friend’s body to the church, arriving just before sunset.  They knocked at the church door, and eventually the priest, himself, bent over and weary from a life of service and ministry, compounded by the horrors of war, finally answered.

“Our friend was killed in battle” the soldiers exclaimed … “And we want to bury him and give him a funeral.”  Even though the priest didn’t know much English, he understood their intent – and he replied with sadness in his eyes and in his voice that “He was sorry, but that unless their friend was of the same faith as his church, that he couldn’t be buried in their cemetery.”

Bone-weary after many months of war, when the soldiers turned to walk away, the old priest called out to them and said, “But, you can bury your friend outside the fence.”

And so, exhausted and too tired to argue, the soldiers walked to the far side of the cemetery, and with only the light of the stars, they dug a grave just beyond the fence, and buried their dear friend and brother.

The next morning their entire Unit was ordered to move on, and so the band of brothers hurried back to their friend’s grave for one last good bye.  But when they arrived, they couldn’t find the gravesite.  Tired and confused, they knocked on the church door they’d been turned away from the night before, and asked the old priest if he knew where they’d buried their friend.  “It was dark, and in our exhaustion, we must have gotten disoriented.  Please Father, tell us where we buried him.”

A smile came onto the old priest’s face as he replied, “After you left last night I couldn’t sleep.  And so I went outside early this morning and I moved the fence.”  He’s buried right over there … just inside the cemetery fence.”
Gang, Jesus did more than just move the fence … He tore it down.  No wonder the Scribes and the Pharisees, and the other religious leaders were always so nervous around Him.  Fence builders and religious people don’t like it when their fences are torn town, or even just moved.  But when we come to our senses, and when we’re open to change, God will give us the power to change.  And that’s when our Father God does the unthinkable.  He runs down the road to meet us.  He puts His best robe and ring onto us, and He throws a party in our honor.  And it’s then the journey of restoration and transformation begins.  I love how the Apostle Paul describes this truth in EPHESIANS 1:7-13 …
EPHESIANS 1:7-13 (THE MESSAGE)
7-13 Because of the sacrifice of the Messiah, His blood poured out on the altar of the Cross, we’re a free people — free of penalties and punishments chalked up by all our misdeeds.  And not just barely free, either. Abundantly free!  He thought of everything, provided for everything we could possibly need, letting us in on the plans He took such delight in making.  He set it all out before us in Christ, a long-range plan in which everything would be brought together and summed up in Him, everything in deepest heaven, everything on planet earth.

It’s in Christ that we find out who we are and what we are living for.  Long before we first heard of Christ and got our hopes up, He had His eye on us, had designs on us for glorious living, part of the overall purpose He is working out in everything and everyone.  It’s in Christ that you, once you heard the truth and believed it (this Message of your salvation), found yourselves home free — signed, sealed, and delivered by the Holy Spirit.
Let me close by reading some words from pastor, teacher, priest, and author Brennan Manning, from his book “Lion And Lamb” …

God says to us, “I will not leave you alone.  You are Mine.  I know each of My sheep by name.  You belong to Me.  If you think I am finished with you, if you think I am a small god that you can keep at a safe distance, I will pounce upon you like a roaring lion, tear you to pieces, rip you to shreds, and break every bone in your body.  Then I will mend you, cradle you in my arms, and kiss you tenderly.”
I was the lost sheep.  You were the lost coin.  We were the lost sons.  We’re the ones who’ve made idols out of ourselves, and who’ve have selfishly broken promises, vows, and covenants with God and others.  We are the ones who’ve foolishly tried to put ourselves at the center of the universe, worshiping ourselves and our own desires instead of God.

But this morning God has reminded us that we are His, and that His love will never give up on us, never turn its back on us, and never forsake us … and God has reminded us that He’s the one who held us on His lap and fed us ice cream while we kicked and screamed against Him, until all of our defenses melted away … and God has reminded us that He moved the fence for us, so that we could be included within the boundaries of His love … and God has reminded us that even though we are “sinners, doubters, and uneven performers” that He still loves us, and that He can teach us to learn to know His voice, and walk in His ways.  Thank You God for not giving up on me, or on any of us.

