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MARCH 25, 2012
THE FIFTH SUNDAY IN LENT

Driven into the Wilderness: For Repentance
Jeremiah 31:31-34; Luke 15:1-32

Today’s gospel lesson includes a trilogy of parables Jesus told about
“lostness.”  There is the parable of the lost sheep, the parable of the lost coin,
and the most familiar parable of the lost son, or the prodigal, as we commonly
know it.  Actually, they are not really parables about being lost as much as
they are stories about being found.  Jesus told them because throngs of tax
collectors and sinners (Luke’s term) were coming to hear him and the scribes
and Pharisees were complaining about it.  They had a problem with the fact
that Jesus associated with people who were not always living according to
Jewish religious law.  They were upset that Jesus was talking to, eating with,
and generally hanging out with people they considered to be “sinners.”  So
Jesus told a few stories to explain his behavior.

It is our tendency to think about parables as being stories about us.
Rather than asking what the passage has to do with us, however, I suggest
that we follow the advice of Samuel Wells, Dean of Duke Chapel, and ask,
“What is God up to?”1  What is God up to in these three stories about being
lost and being found?

Hearing these stories in a fresh way, we discover that they are primarily
about God and how God reacts to his sense of loss when one of us slips
away.  The parable of the lost sheep describes God’s immediate reacion to
find us when we wander away.  The parable of the lost coin illustrates the
frantic search God makes when one of us comes up missing.  And the
parable of the lost son reveals the heartbreak God experiences and the
constant vigil God keeps when we choose to walk away.  Above all, each of
these parables describes the absolute and unbridled joy God experiences
when we are found and brought safely home.

Have you ever lost a child in a mall or amusement park or large store?
It happens all the time when parents become engrossed in a task, get
distracted, or turn their backs on a curious toddler for just a moment.  Children
are magicians and can disappear in a split second.  I remember when we
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lived in Savannah and somehow Catherine–a little over a year old–wandered
across our busy street looking for our neighbors.  Children like to wander and
explore.

I also remember the time when one of my brothers, a cousin, and I left
my grandparent’s house to play at the school playground just up the street.
My parents planned to pick us up there a little later in the afternoon.  We
played on the swings and monkey bars for a while and then someone
suggested that we go down to the nearby creek to play on the tire swing.
After a while we came back out of the woods wondering where our parents
were.  We walked calmly down the block to our grandparents’ house  where
we were greeted by our entire family plus the chief of police.  My parents had
driven to the school yard looking for us.  They blew the car horn and when we
did not appear, they feared that we had been kidnapped or harmed in some
way.  They were frantic to find us and absolutely delighted when we showed
up.

Apart from the story of the lost son, I don’t think we give much thought
to the parables of the lost sheep and lost coin anymore.  While a number of
you have ties to farming in your background, I don’t think we have any active
farmers in the congregation these days.  I know we don’t have any shepherds
among us.  Anyway, would any of you really leave 99 of your sheep
(potentially in danger) and go look for one dumb sheep who wandered off?
I don’t think so.  And as far as the parable of the coin goes, I will admit that
I feel pretty lucky if I reach into the cushions of the sofa and find some
change.  In this day and time, however, finding coins is pretty rare since fewer
and fewer people use cash.  If you lost your check card or credit card you
might turn the house upside down to find it and be happy when you did, but
I doubt many of us would get too upset over losing a coin or even a ten or
twenty dollar bill.  Most of us, I think, in circumstances involving money or
commodities, would simply cut our losses and move on.  We would think,
“Sorry about that sheep but I still have 99 that are ready to sheer.” or “Too
bad about that coin but I still have nine in my pocket and don’t have time to
keep looking.”  In terms of understanding Jesus’ lesson to the Pharisees or
God’s reaction to our “getting lost,” we don’t really get it until we read the story
about the lost son.

So what is God up to in these parables?

What God is up to is found near the end of each story.  When the
shepherd finds his lost lamb, he carries it home rejoicing and calls all of his
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friends to celebrate with him.  After the woman turns her house upside down
and finds the coin that had rolled under the cabinet in the corner, she throws
a party and celebrates the recovery of her coin!  When the lost son returns
home, his father throws a big party to celebrate his resurrection.  Imagine the
reaction of the scribes and Pharisees as Jesus looked into their smirking
faces and said, “Just so, I tell you, there is joy in the presence of the angels
of God over one sinner who repents.” 

What?  Do you mean to tell me that when one of God’s children is
“found” and returns home, God calls in all of the angels and dances a little jig?
Exactly!  There is joy over every sinner who repents.  Repentance and
celebration, coming home and rejoicing is exactly what God is up to!

I think one of the reasons we ought to observe Lent is that it pushes
us–it drives us–into the wilderness of our lives to ponder who we are and what
we are about.  Lent takes us to those places where, like Jesus, we are
tempted and tested and, unlike him, come up short.  Lent is about pushing us
to a place where we can look honestly at who we are and what we are about
with the opportunity to make a change. That change is called repentance.

In situations like the wandering sheep and the lost coin, most of us
prefer to cut our losses and move on.  We want to focus on the danger
involved in going out from the safety of the fold to find a sheep which we may
never find or which may already be dead.  We don’t want to risk the part of life
that is still safe and secure simply to take care of that part of life that is not in
sync with everything else.  We don’t want to spend the time or effort to turn
life inside out to find that part of ourselves that is lost and to fix it.  We prefer
to cut our losses and move on.

If I am honest, however, I realize that Lent pushes me back to the creek
and tire swing in the woods by the school playground.  I heard the horn of my
parents’ car blow that afternoon long ago but did not leave the woods to go
home.  The three of us chose to disobey our parents, to leave the openness
of the schoolyard, and to ignore that signal to come back.  Lent pushes me
into those places in my life where pleasure or selfishness, fear or greed, or
any other motivations are at work and reminds me that someone–God–is
worried because I am missing.  Lent reminds me that God is frantically
searching to find me safe and sound and bring me home.  Lent sharpens my
hearing so that I can distinguish the call of God from all of the other sounds
in the woods.  Lent pushes me toward repentance.
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Repentance, however, is not always as easy as showing up unscathed
and unharmed.  It is not simply a matter of playing hide and seek with God.

The young man in the story of the lost son found himself in the worst
situation imaginable for a Jew.  He was in a foreign country away from the
love and security of home.  The only job he could find was tending pigs which
were considered unclean animals by Jews.  He was also living like one of the
animals he tended.  He knew how deeply he had hurt his father by demanding
his inheritance because doing so essentially stated that as far as the son was
concerned, his father was as good as dead.  To add insult to injury, he had
wasted the inheritance for which his father had labored in ways that were
shameful and offensive.  He was about as lost as a child could get.  In fact,
as far as his older brother and the rest of the family and community were
concerned, he was the one considered dead.  He had wandered too far away
from home for his father to find him.  Neither spring cleaning nor a check of
his favorite haunts would have turned him up.  He was lost.

Jesus explained how it came about that this lost son was one day found:
“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!  I 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”’ (Luke 15:17-19).  “He came to himself.”

That is the crux of the matter when it comes to repentance.  You have
to “come to yourself.”  You have to wake up, realize that what you are doing
is not only wrong but harmful to yourself and others, and want to change.  For
some of us, as it was for many of the tax collectors and sinners who were
drawn to Jesus, it is not simply a matter of God finding us; rather, it is a matter
of our coming to ourselves and returning to God.

You may remember the portion of the movie Forrest Gump which
follows the death of Forrest’s mother.  His beloved Jenny comes to stay for
a while and then leaves without warning.  For the first time in his life, Forrest
is completely alone.  Later that day, for no particular reason at all, Forrest
starts running.  He runs through town and across the county.  He runs through
Alabama and Mississippi and keeps going.  When he gets to the Pacific
Ocean, he turns around and runs to the Atlantic Ocean.  Once there, he turns
around and heads back across the country.  For over three years he runs.
Then one day, in the middle of Monument Valley, with a crowd of loyal but
clueless followers behind him, he stops.  He stops.  Everyone waits for him
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to speak, expecting some words of great wisdom.  Forrest turns around and
heads in the opposite direction.  All he says is, “I'm pretty tired.  I think I'll go
home now.”2  Those are words of great wisdom.  That is repentance–a
weariness with where we are going and the desire to turn around and go back
home.

A key element in all of this, of course, is the issue of sin.  How exactly
do we define this sin from which we must repent?”  When I was a young boy
and participated in a new believers class, one much like our Discipleship
Class, my pastor took time to talk about sin.  I remember him showing us a
picture of a target and talking about shooting at it with a bow and arrow or BB
gun.  He told us what we already knew, namely that the goal is to hit the
target in the bull’s-eye.  The Christian life, he said, is about aiming for the
bulls-eye.  It is about doing what God wants.  On the other hand, sin, he told
us, is “missing the mark,” straying off center from what God wants us to do.
That lesson made an impression on me and has remained with me through
the years.

I also discovered over the years that such an illustration is not
completely adequate because we can over-think, rationalize, and dismiss it.
In archery, you still get points even if you don’t hit the bulls-eye.  You may
make a mistake or fail at something, but it doesn’t make you sinful.  Failure
is not “wrong.”  We begin to parse what is sinful or not and try to determine
if there are degrees of right and wrong.  The problem with trying to define sin
in this way, however, is that the attempt is not to identify what IS wrong;
rather, our goal is usually to identify what things are NOT wrong for us so that
we can take them off our list of sins.

Jesus would not fall for such shenanigans, however.  Jesus dealt, not
so much with specific actions, but with attitudes.  He reminded the crowd
ready to stone the woman caught in adultery that none of them was sinless.
He taught over and over that our thoughts and intentions are just as sinful as
our actions.  And he reminded us all that it is the attitude of the heart that
ultimately guides our actions.

You remember the occasion when a lawyer asked Jesus what he
needed to do to inherit eternal life.  Jesus asked the young man to tell him
what he already knew.  “What does scripture say?” he asked.  The man
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answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor
as yourself.” And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this,
and you will live.”  (Luke 10:27-28)

We already know what sin is.  It is doing anything that is not loving in
regard to God, neighbor, and yourself.  Run that test by your daily activities!
Run that test by your thoughts and intentions!  Run that test by the ways in
which you interact with people at home, at work, at school, and in the public
arena.  Run that test by the ways in which you think about church and
community.  Test everything by the measure of love and you will know
whether or not you have wandered from God.  You will know if you need to
repent and return home.  The prophet Jeremiah announced a new covenant
to the people of Israel.  It was to be a covenant written, not on stone as with
the commandments received on Sinai; rather, the new covenant would be
written on the hearts of the people.

The best news is that when we do turn around, when we change our
actions and our attitudes, when we repent and return home, God rejoices.
God summons the hosts of heaven and declares that this one who was lost,
who was as good as dead, has been found.  Repent and rejoice!



March 25, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

How easy it would be, O God, if we could but look upon some object
and be cured of the various infirmities that besiege us from time to time.  We
do so often long for that “magic wand” that will cure all illness, heal all
wounds, and take away all hurt.  Then we realize that it is Christ upon whom
we must gaze to seek our healing.  It is our Savior who redeems life for us.
So we thank you, O God, for providing exactly what we need for life today.

As we continue this Lenten journey, we pray that you will continue to
bring us insights during times of prayer and reflection as well as during of
work and play.  Help us to recognize your creativity in all that we do, your
compassion in all that we feel, and your grace in everything we experience.

We do at times feel besieged by illness, O God.  It seems that at every
turn a loved one, a friend, or an acquaintance is telling us of a new illness or
disease that has reared its ugly head.  We look to you, O God, to guide us to
the proper physicians and the best treatments.  We pray that you will use
these resources to help us and others get well.  We beg for your grace and
your nearness . . .and we know that these gifts are already ours.

There are also times, O God, when life seems to ebb from us.
Busyness, responsibilities, challenges, routines, and doubts drain the joy from
our lives and leave us feeling empty and incomplete.  Help us to focus upon
Christ who can help stop the hemorrhage of self-confidence and assurance
of your love.  Help us to look upon Christ in whom we find our true worth and
purpose.

Thank you, Lord, for loving us in the patient yet firm manner which is
yours.  Thank you for teaching us about what matters most in life and how we
can regain the joy you intend for us all.  Thank you for redeeming us from
ourselves as well as from the challenges and dangers of the world.  Thank
you for restoring us to life through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


