
PACO’S HOPE
What If All Was Forgiven?

Forgiven Series (Part 9)

Text: Mark 16:1-14; 1 Peter 1:3

A Story From Madrid

At the start of his short story, The Capital of the World, Ernest Hemingway 
recounts a popular Spanish tale about a father and a son named “Paco,” one of 
the most common nicknames in all of Spain.  According to the story, Paco 
rebels against his father’s influence.  Perhaps he is unwilling to follow his 
father’s rules, preferring to define his own code for living.  Maybe he doesn’t 
want to take on the responsibilities his father asks of him or face up to the 
character problems and growth issues his father wants him to see. 

At one peak moment, the boy spews out some hate-filled words. He tells his 
dad that he doesn’t need him, wants nothing to do with him, and in fact 
wishes he was dead.  That night, Paco packs up his meager belongings, walks 
out the front door, slamming it behind him. He travels to far away Madrid, 
resolving to disappear forever into the thronging city.  

Although the relationship between them is broken, Paco is never out of his 
father’s mind.  “What if my son is sick or injured?”, his dad often thinks. “What 
if he’s fallen into dangerous company or become addicted to something that’s 
destroying him?  What if he’s wasting his life in trivial pursuits and slowly dying 
to his potential?  What if others are using and abusing him, or he’s slipped into 
a pattern of doing that to others?  What if he’s in trouble or alone or just 
missing home, but he thinks he can’t come back, because he’s done so much 
wrong?”  

One day, the father can bear the separation no longer.  Leaving the family’s 
home in the hills, he too travels a long way off and into the teeming city.  He 
goes to the office of El Liberal, one of Madrid’s most widely-read newspapers 
and places an ad in the personal and classified sections.  The ad simply reads 
like this: 

PACO, 
MEET ME AT 

HOTEL MONTANA. 
NOON TUESDAY. 
ALL IS FORGIVEN. 
(SIGNED), PAPA.



The Greater Story

If this story sounds faintly familiar, it should.  It points us to that vastly greater 
narrative in which the Easter story is set, and in which you and I, and everyone 
else on earth lives.  

The Bible teaches that in the beginning, the earliest human beings enjoyed an 
intimate relationship with their Father God and all the blessings that came from 
that connection.  Man and woman walked naked and unashamed with one 
another, serving each other as helpmates.  They cared for the creation and the 
creation provided abundantly for them.  Life in the Father’s household was not 
simply fine. In the words of Genesis 1:31, it was “very good.” 

And then, like Paco, humanity began to question these arrangements.  The 
thought arose that maybe life would be even better if men and women took for 
themselves the right to define good and evil.  They turned away from their 
father, took what they wanted, and then ran and hid in an effort to escape the 
anticipated consequences.  In the encounter with their Father over what had 
happened, humanity left home and went off to live life on its own terms.

All the dizzying complexities and struggles that define life in our modern-day 
Madrid are the outworking of that original separation of parent and child.  We 
now have our secular city and a vast variety of bondages disguised as 
freedoms. Like Paco, we grew up too fast – taking on powers and capacities for 
which we lack the moral judgment or spiritual maturity.  Many of us have 
become like the thirteen year-old boy whose poignant story Frederick Buechner 
recounts:

In a fit of crazy anger and depression, [this boy] got hold of a gun 
somewhere and fired it at his father, who died not right away but soon 
afterward.  When the authorities asked the boy why he had done it, he 
said that it was because he could not stand his father, because his father 
demanded too much of him, because he was always after him, because 
he hated his father.  And then later on, after he had been placed in a 
house of detention somewhere, a guard was walking down the corridor 
late one night when he heard sounds from the boy’s room, and he 
stopped to listen.  The words that he heard the boy sobbing out in the 
dark were, “I want my father, I want my [dad].

In so many ways, our world continues its unconscious sobbing. All the anger, 
anxieties, and fears that fill the daily news and too much our families, schools, 
workplaces, and politics keeps reminding us that something is not right. 
Something is missing at our core, for which the answer is “Our Father.”

But our Father knows this.  He hears our heart’s cry.  And like the father in 
Paco’s tale, God does not let the separation sit forever.  The Bible says that first 



God sent messengers of various kinds – prophets, priests, and kings to call 
humanity back to himself.  When this was not sufficient to turn humanity’s 
heart toward home, God came himself in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.  The 
divine Word that brought all creation into being and which holds it all together 
at every moment, declassified himself and became a personal ad in the 
newsprint of history.

To everyone who had the ears to hear and the eyes to see, Jesus displayed the 
heart of God to a lost humanity.  In parables about lost sheep and coins and 
sons, in banquets for outcasts and betrayers, in miracles of healing and 
amazing acts of grace, Jesus became the largest display ad for the outreaching 
heart of our Heavenly Father this world will ever see. And the message in that 
ad was so consistent and so simple that even a child should be able to read it. 
The message was this: “My precious sons and daughters.  Meet me again today.  
Open your heart to me and all shall be forgiven.”

IF JESUS WAS RIGHT ABOUT THE HEART OF GOD

As good and beautiful as all of this sounds, it must have been hard for the 
original disciples to believe it. It must have gotten much harder still as they saw 
Jesus arrested, beaten, tried, and crucified. As a great stone as huge and heavy 
as the weight of human history and all our sins was rolled across Christ’s tomb, 
how could they continue to believe in the heart of God and the triumph of his 
grace? 

And then came Easter.  The disciples saw the stone rolled back.  They heard the 
message of the angel.  They saw the body gone and his graveclothes left 
behind like the abandoned chrysalis of a butterfly.  And they met Jesus in the 
flesh, alive, victorious, eyes shining with hope.  Suddenly those disciples knew 
that everything he had ever said about the heart of God and the power of his 
grace was just as he had told them.  And the implications for them -- and for 
you and me -- were amazing. 

For one thing, it means that you can know God as your loving Father.  Most of 
the other religions of this world picture God as some kind of distant Creator or 
capricious tyrant, or diffuse Force. But Jesus revealed that God is much closer, 
more compassionate, and much more concrete.  God, says Jesus, is actually 
your Abba, your Papa.  He is the epitome of what an earthly Dad should be.  
He is incapable of being manipulated or fooled.  He is consistent and wise in all 
his ways.  And he is intimately concerned about his kids.  Jesus said that you 
can have a prayer relationship with your Heavenly Father as raw and real as I 
do. You can meet Him not just on Sabbath days or in a religious building or 
only with the help of a priest, but every day and everywhere.  Your Father in 
heaven, can become your moment-by-moment strength and daily guiding 
voice, just like he was for Jesus.



Jesus was also right about the way the heart of God opens up new possibilities 
for all of us. No matter what your history has been up to this point, you CAN 
make a new start in your relationship with God, yourself, and others.  Even if 
you have wandered far from God or you are full of doubts and questions; even 
if your list of “dids and didn’ts” is long and ugly or people in your life view you 
as a hopeless case, you can still come home to your Father.  You can be a 
greedy businessman like Zacchaeus or a wanton adulterer like that woman at 
the well; you can be a hardened criminal like that thief on the cross or a self-
righteous Pharisee like Nicodemus, but if you will humble yourself, turn from 
your past life and toward Him, you can have your slate wiped clean. You can 
be born again.  Your Father will help you find new purpose and fresh power for 
a far more abundant life.

Finally, if Jesus was right about the heart of God, as his resurrection proves he 
is, then there is a place you belong and a people you belong with.  To get at 
this final truth, let me close out the story with which I began. 

It was just before noon on that Tuesday morning when Paco’s father finally 
reached the center of Madrid.  As he approached the Hotel Montana, the father 
noticed some kind of ruckus ahead.  The Madrid police were there in large 
numbers, trying in vain to break up a huge crowd that was swarming the hotel 
entrance, trying to get it. Suddenly, the father spots a familiar head in the 
midst of the throng.  “Paco!” he cries out.  The head of his boy whips around, 
his face full of hope.  And at that very same instant, the heads of about 800 
other men turn to face the father too.  They come in all shapes and sizes and a 
range of ages.  But they are all named Paco, all saw the ad, and all dared to 
wonder: WHAT IF ALL WAS FORGIVEN?  

This is the sort of crowd you’ve walked into today.  Don’t be fooled by the nice 
clothes and fine surroundings.  We are not a club for saints; we’re a hospital for 
sinners, and I’m just one of the long-term patients here.  We keep seeking the 
healing, transforming grace of God for all our relationships.  We are grateful to 
be forgiven and we ask our Father daily for help in forgiving others.  You can 
join the family of forgiven forgivers that gathers here.  The doors of this house 
are open every day of every week. The only admission requirement is that you 
come acknowledging your need and promising to be gracious to the other 
Paco’s here. 

For as that forgiven forgiver, the Apostle Peter, once wrote: “In his great 
mercy God has given us new birth into a living hope through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.” (1 Peter 1:3)  Jesus has 
shown us the Father’s heart and revealed his power to raise his children to new 
life.  So welcome home, Paco, and hear this good news: ALL IS FORGIVEN.
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