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“Going Home”
Luke 15:11-32
The story is told in this way:  “While walking along the sidewalk in front of his church, our minister heard the intoning of a prayer that nearly made his collar wilt.  Apparently his five-year-old son and his playmates had found a dead robin.”

“Feeling that a proper burial should be performed, they secured a small box and cotton batting, then dug a hole and made ready for the disposal of the deceased.  The minister’s son was chosen to say the appropriate prayer and with sonorous dignity intoned his version of what he thought his father always sang:  ‘Glory be to the Faaather, and to the Sonnn, and into the hole he goes . . . ’”  (Source:  Multiworld Ventures Inc., <multiworld@rogers.com>) 
There are two aspects of the story worth considering.  One aspect is that it is about the relationship of a father and son and perhaps more importantly the other aspect is that it is about the father’s response to his son’s action.

Given the brevity of the story there is not much that one could say about the quality or character of their relationship.  But we do get a sense of the father’s response to his son’s prayer – it nearly made his collar wilt.  

One may suppose that he was disappointed by his son’s lack of religious comprehension.  But such disappointment would hardly seem reasonable given the age of his son.  If anything, a father’s pride may have been bruised but not much else.  
Yes, something was lost in the little boy’s translation but what was clearly gained was a prayer apropos to the moment.  The robin did go into the hole that was dug with the blessing of the “Father” and the “Son.”

Long, long ago Jesus told the story of another father and another son.  The story of The Prodigal Son is a familiar one.  It is said that the actual meaning of prodigal is “excessively extravagant” or “lavish.”  As such some have said that a better title would be The Prodigal Father.

A child who may reject family and waste the family fortune is not news to any of us.  Neither is a child who harbors deep resentment that a parent may forgive such a sibling.  But a parent who may be willing to risk everything – prestige and wealth – to let a child leave the family and then welcome back such a child when life apart from family turns sour – this is news.  
The story itself is told according to the Jewish customs of the times.  The younger of two sons would receive one-third of the estate at the time of the father’s death.  By handing over the younger son’s portion of the inheritance, the father is allowing the relationship once shared to die.  The younger son takes his portion and lives as if his father is dead.

In the end the most striking element in the story is the image held in the minds of those who heard Jesus tell this story.  It would have been unfathomable for them to envision a father running to meet his son.
Men of wealth and position never ran in public.  They certainly did not run to someone who held a less honorable position.

And men of wealth and position never killed a fatted calf for someone who squandered one’s inheritance.  Killing a fatted calf for a visiting dignitary or for the wedding of one’s child, yes!  Killing a fatted calf for a long lost son’s return, no!  But the father discounts such wealth and position for himself in welcoming home his “lost” son.  
What happens to any of us when we lose our way?  Returning home is not always so easy perhaps because we are uncertain about how we will be received.

It was many years after the death of my tütü or grandpa that I returned to the house where I grew up in Kona.  I was raised by my grandpa.  When he died in 1964 I had already been in boarding school for three years.  I would continue to live at the school for the three years that followed.
I never returned to the house to live after his death.  It would not be until many, many years later that I would return to the house for a visit.  Everyone in the family had moved on or moved away.

But the house was still in the family.  An uncle retired and moved in and still lives in the house to this day.  What remains for me of the house are memories that I do cherish.
It was not difficult to go back to the house.  What was difficult was to return to the cemetery where my grandpa was buried.  It took many more years before that visit would come to pass.
When I finally did return to his gravesite at Lanakila Church on the outskirts of Kainaliu town, I realized that home is never about a house.  Home is always about a relationship.  Even though my grandpa had been dead for over 30 years, I wondered if all of what I had done in my life and with my life would have been a disappointment to him.

I was afraid that I would hear him asking, “So what have you done with your life?  What do you have to say for yourself?”

As I stood beside his gravesite on a sunny day under a blue sky I no longer felt afraid.  In a way I had finally found my way back home and grandpa was there to say, “Welcome, home!  It’s okay.  Everything is okay.  You do not need to be afraid anymore.”  
Grandpa was being extravagant and lavish in his welcome like the father in our scripture reading was extravagant and lavish in welcoming home his lost son.  So the story of the Prodigal Son is not about the son but about the father.  Within the story itself there is good news.  The story is not simply about a father and son, but about God’s nature and the relationship God seeks to share with each of us.

Wherever we may go, however far we may wander in our lives, whatever the circumstance or situation may be for each of us, no matter the distance or time, God sees us.  God runs to embrace us and remind us that we are worthy to be called God’s sons and daughters. Thank God for such an extravagant welcome.
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost!  Amen.
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