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For many of us, this is a familiar and beloved story. We love the idea of someone rushing towards us in love and welcome that we never have imagined. We think how wonderful to have someone throw the party of the century all in our honor. And these are indeed wonderful images of how God loves us, how God forgives us, how God is always waiting to throw a party in our honor. 

But today I’m thinking a lot about the two sons. Or at least how I resemble far too often, one if not both of these guys. The younger; well he’s had it. Life just isn’t how he dreams it should be. If ONLY I could get out from under everyone else’s expectations. If only I could ditch this dreary farm life and head to something so much more exciting. It’s all about me….I mean him. He’s just absorbed by his own selfish wants and desires. So much so that he loses sight of all that is truly meaningful in life; family, purpose, friends and neighbors. Yes, he is so overcome by his self-centeredness that he risks his father’s love and respect by suggesting the impossible; let me have my share of your 401K retirement fund NOW. Let me go live the life I envision for myself. 

It’s interesting. The father doesn’t get angry. I am sure he is heart broken. Because in the ancient world in which our story is set, this father has just been insulted by his own son in the most humiliating way. The son’s request, or should I say demand, is akin to wishing his father dead. That was the only way one could get an inheritance. Because wealth wasn’t piled up in a bank account or investment fund. Wealth was in land. It wasn’t exactly a liquid asset like today. So the father would have to sell his land in order to give the son the inheritance. And once sold, that would be it. It as gone. So not only is this son stepped out of his place, but he is leaving his father with a diminished ability to provide for himself and the rest of the family. The son has just basically said “I don’t give one hoot or care about YOU at all.” 

Of course, we know what happens. After having the time of his life for a bit, he hits the skids. Hits rock bottom really. A good Jew feeding the pigs of some Gentile farmer. Folks, it doesn’t get any worse than that. And then we are told he ‘comes to his senses’….he begins to long for home. Not the home he knew, not the home of the privileged son. But the home of his father and family, where he knows even as a slave he will be treated better than he is right now. And so off he heads; towards home. Perhaps scared of who will great him upon his arrival. Perhaps wondering if anyone will even acknowledge him. Probably rehearsing over and over the words that he will use to plead with his father. 

And then we have the other son, the one whose life seems perfectly balanced, in synch with the family and the culture. The ‘good son’ if you will. Until we get to the end of the story, until the young ne’er do well son returns home. And then we begin to see the true colors of the older son. He is upset; why? He feels cheated and gypped. He feels superior, he has after all, always followed all the rules. He has lived the life expected of him. And there is NO way he is going to participate in this shenanigans of a home-coming party. No sir. He will be the one to maintain decency and order! He longs for the home he knew before his brother sent everything topsy turvy, end on end. 

It’s so sad really. Both of these sons are lavished with grace; unmerited grace. The younger trashes and stomps on this grace in his quest for freedom and independence. The older son lives with a balance sheet type of grace. Love is only earned. Love is only given in exchange for rules and obedience. And in the middle of them both is the gracious loving father. Who himself longs for home, meaning he longs only to be in relationship with both these sons. He longs for home to be a place of mutual celebration in each other. He longs for a home where both sons feel cherished and welcomed. He longs for a home where both are comfortable and free from competition and comparison. He longs for a home that provides just what each of them needs. 

When I think about the father in this story, I think about the church. Both the church with the big ‘C’…meaning all of us Christians every where ….and the church with the little ‘c’ …. meaning particular congregations and especially their buildings. The father in this story wants a church that welcomes and embraces all. He wants a place that is safe for all his children. He is not interested in a church that just meets the needs of the youngest self-centered son. But he is also not interested in catering to the older son’s perfectionist expectations. He wants this all-inclusive, welcoming to all, celebratory church. 

And so then I think, what does that mean for us who are right now maintaining and creating churches? What does this all inclusive all welcoming celebratory church look like in both attitudes and behaviors of its members AND the spaces where churches gather. This father calls out to us to ask how DO we welcome all with a robe and a ring if they have been gone for a while, if they have forgotten what it is to be part of church? And at the same time, how do we preserve and cherish the aspects of church that the older son clings to with such devotion?

Because when I look at these two sons, caught between this loving father, I see some points of identification for the church today. That young son that disappeared off to the far away land? Well, SO many younger folks have left the church they grew up in because it no longer makes sense to them. Or they cannot come to an understanding that encompasses both hard science and mystery. Others have left for far off territories because they have been hurt or wounded by the church. Either cavalier and unscrupulous clergy or even other members of a congregation have caused damage in one way or another. And these younger-son folks leave, convinced there is something better for them far away from the church. 

But at some point, like the guy in our story today, life will come crashing down upon them. They will find themselves in a pig sty of one sort or another. They will find themselves longing for home. And when they do…..we want to be able to race to the parking lot to greet them, to throw a robe of welcome around them, to bring them in to the celebration that we call St. Luke. We want to be that place of safety, warmth, compassion, caring and listening that will help these folks feel at ease here, begin to find their faith again. 

The trouble is, I fear that sometimes we in the church are a bit too much like the older brother. We, after all, have kept the place up and running when so many others abandoned it. We have continued to be the ‘good Christians’ who worship every week, who pass on the faith to the next generations, who feed the hungry and shelter the homeless, who see that the traditions of Christianity are observed and cherished. And all too often, I fear we end up saying to each other ‘well, this is MY church….this is how we have always done things….this is what I like…..’ In a sense we are saying we love our church so much….we want to keep it just the way it is. No changes, thank you very much! Which is what the oldest son is saying to his grace filled father. 

But in taking that stance, in insisting on measuring life in terms of what is fair, of what I have done right, in upholding expectations, that oldest son may miss out on the best party of his life. We don’t know if he reconsiders his father’s appeals and goes to greet his brother. My hunch is he does not; my hope is he does! Because the father’s gracious love is about including everyone, creating places of welcome and safety, celebrating community, no matter what your story is, no matter how far you may have strayed from the given path.

Later this afternoon, Delta is going to share the exciting plans for the future of our building. And every one of the details of those plans is about doing exactly that; creating an inclusive space where indeed, all are welcome. A warm welcome consists of so many facets besides just a friendly person greeting you at the door. St. Luke does an amazing job with that! But in too many ways, our building does not convey or reflect the deep hospitality of the congregation. Our building is confusing to new comers, even from the moment you approach the parking lot. Anyone with mobility issues is forced to go outside to get from one level to the other. Once inside, finding coat closets and rest rooms can be a guessing game. 

We are called to think like the father in this story; how can we be the best Christian hosts possible to all who enter our space, whether they come for worship, or a meeting from another congregation, a funeral or wedding, or one of the many support groups that meet here? This is Christian Radical hospitality. It  is a way of thinking about your guests and visitors needs before they ever arrive. It is about considering first what others need, before our own personal desires and likes. This radical hospitality is the polar opposite of the older son’s reaction. This radical hospitality seeks to ask ‘how can all feel accepted and celebrated here?’ 

And so I invite you to come with an open heart this afternoon to hear the history of the project, but more importantly to look into the future. To see the plans that continue to build upon St. Luke’s long history of mission and ministry in the name of Christ and plans that will welcome others who long for home. Let us build upon our blessed history to build a house where all continue to be welcome. Let us build a house where the outcast and the stranger bear the image of God’s face. 

Our hymn of response today is “Let Us Build a House”….the theme Delta has chosen to represent this next phase of our congregational life. Pay close attention to the words, and you will already get a glimpse into this afternoon’s presentation. Amen.


