April 26 & 27, 2003



Luke 15:11-13

Parenting Prodigals: What went wrong?

Let’s take a quick poll -- How many of you were the baby in your family? Would you stand, please? Thank you. Please be seated. 

Now, how many of you are the oldest child in your family? How many first-born do we have? Would you please stand? 

How many of you felt like the baby of the family got away with things you never could have gotten away with? Please remain standing. Please note that I am standing too! 

   There were some tough times in my family while I was growing up. I have a younger brother who did not fare well during the early 70’s. My brother got caught up in the drug scene. A lot of our brothers and sisters did, maybe even some of us here today were caught up in that as well. I remember a particularly painful incident like it was yesterday—even though it’s been over thirty years ago now. My folks decided to go away for an extended  weekend. Dad had Monday off and he took Friday off as well. We went south to Versailles Indiana to spend the long weekend in my Father’s hometown. Like any melodramatic T.V. show, my dad just felt uneasy all weekend and decided after church on Sunday morning that we would return home early. I remember him saying maybe we can get a little work done around the house on Monday and have a special night at home. We did end up getting a lot of work done around the house but Monday would not be a special day and there would be no special evening with family. You see, that decision by my father caught my brother completely off guard. We arrived back at our home late in the afternoon one day before we had been scheduled to arrive. The house looked like a war zone— it looked worse than the frat house in the movie, “Animal House.” Beer and liquor bottles were everywhere. A water pipe sat on the coffee table, hash pipes on the dining room table, even a roach clip on the dresser in my parent’s bedroom. My parents bed had been slept in by whom or whom’s they would never know. It was shocking to say the least. I remember at first feeling shock, then I was angry and when I saw my mother’s reaction I was ready to beat by brother. I remember thinking that if I were my dad I knew what I would do. I would kick my brother out—cut him off from the family, disown him. To my way of thinking, it was obvious that my brother did not love my parents or he would not have done this terrible thing. After the initial shock I began to wonder about one thing: what will dad do when he sees my brother again? How will dad react? I could just see the look on his face. I was angry, instead of anger, Dad’s face showed pity. I was disgusted instead of disgust that face showed the most worry I could ever imagine. What was the difference? Didn’t Dad care about the house? What about all the stuff that was broken? Didn’t he imagine what had happened in every room of the house, even his own bed? Didn’t Dad see what I saw? What was the difference in my dad’s face and my own? The difference was, was that I saw a trashed house. My dad saw a trashed son...whom he loved.   

     You’ve heard of Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, Emotions Anonymous and Overeaters Anonymous. But have you ever heard of OLDER BROTHERS ANONYMOUS?  They were founded some two Thousand years ago by the elder brother of an ungrateful, self-serving, malcontent who despised the love of a father for a younger son. But he was also an older brother who apparently was so far out of relationship with his father himself that he never saw nor understood the depth of love that the father possessed. This founder of Older Brothers Anonymous had never really seen the face of the father. Which brother didn’t get it? Perhaps neither did initially, but the younger figured it out sooner than the older. Or, perhaps the older son never did, we really don’t know do we? Listen to the story.  

     Luke 15:11-32
11Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them. 
13"Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. 14After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. 
17"When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! 18I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.' 20So he got up and went to his father. 
"But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him. 
21"The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.[1] ' 
22"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate. 
25"Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing. 26So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 27'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.' 
28"The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him. 29But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!' 
31" 'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ "

     OLDER BROTHERS ANONYMOUS has their own theme song. It is set to the tune “Amazing Grace.” Here are the first two verses: 
Annoying grace, how shrill the sound 
That saved a wretch like thee; 
I ne’er was lost, I’m always found; 
Me, blind? Say, can you see? 

Through many damsels, joints and dares 
You have already come! 
Disgrace you’ve brought; Dad’s gone too far 
And welcomed home a bum! 

Phil Waldrep writes in his book “Parenting Prodigals” Wherever I go, I meet men and women who have lost someone they love. No, the person isn’t dead, but the pain of the loss is just as intense. They have lost a prodigal: a son or daughter, a grandchild, or a sister or a brother who has walked away from God and the family. They have many wonderful things in their lives and are grateful for those blessings, but one person’s spiritual drifting has brought tremendous heartache to the family. You may have asked the questions that  I am sure our father in this scripture must have asked. How can it happen to? What did I do wrong? And what can I do now to bring my beloved prodigal back to God? 

     The answer is, maybe you haven’t done anything wrong. The road that every prodigal travels is the road that we all travel to one extent or the other at one time or another in our lives. That road is labeled rebellion. We see rebellion so clearly in youth and yet rebellion is clearly evident in all passages of our life. The problem is not wealth… The money was his own inheritance. It is rebellious, selfish sin. It begins with the words, "I want…" and it ends with the word, "now". We are all prodigals, for as scripture tells us, “We have all sinned and come short of the glory of God.” If that is true it is also true that we all sin, no past tense here, and come short of the glory of God. Sin is, in a nutshell, rebellion against God. It begins with the words, "I want…" and it ends with the word, "now".

     This wild young man made some critical errors in his thinking. 
      He thought he was missing something. I once heard an older gentleman say, “Youth is wasted on the young!” I think he is probably right. There is a lack of knowledge matched only by arrogance and assurance. It is hard to be young There is so much you haven't seen or experienced. Surely, you are missing something of value out there! Surely, all those who have gone ahead are trying to keep you from all the good things in life! The heart of rebellion is distrust. An equally unfortunate attitude is one possessed by those who are a tad bit older and imagine that they have lived life and somehow missed something. A serpent slithered into the garden of Eden and said something to the effect... "God does not want you to be like him." Eve did not trust God and neither did Adam.
     Young and old people alike rebel for one simple reason. They think they are being cheated. We say things like, I’m not getting the attention, or respect or you fill in the blank, that I deserve. I am getting cheated. Patsy Clairmont shares the following true story about her son, Jason: When he was 7, I sent him off to school one day and a little while later there was a knock at the door and I opened the door and it was Jason. I said "Jason, what are you doing here?" He said, "I've quit school!" I said, "Why have you quit school?" He said, "Well, it was too long, it was too hard, and it was too boring." I said, "Jason, you have just described life, get back on the bus!"
       We think they are missing something. He's cheating you out of life… How easily young people distrust their parents. How easily a young man or young woman distrust their God. 

The prodigal son thought that money would bring him happiness. Likewise we conjure up a dozen other scenarios about who or what will bring us happiness. But, they or it never can and they never will. 1 Timothy 6 says that the "Love of money is the root of all kinds of evil". I propose that love that is at the core of your soul of anything besides God is the root of all kinds of evil.  Nothing in and of itself is evil. It is when love of anything, any craving or any desire, love of money, love of respect, love of power, love of money is like a brick. You can use it to build a cathedral or to crush someone's skull. 

     Do money and social position really satisfy? Just read the tragic account of Christina Onassis who died in November 2000 at age 37. Commenting on her life, her stepsister Henrietta Gelber said, "She was one of those people who would never be happy." "She would become impatient. It had all come too easily -- all the money, houses all over the world, few real responsibilities." "She lacked a sense of achievement," says Gelber. "What she was striving for was virtually impossible in her situation. She had houses all over the world, but she never really had a home." --People Magazine
     The prodigal son thought that he was in control. But he wasn't - there was a famine and he couldn't change anything!  A lot of people - not just young people either! - don't remember or won't remember the lessons of life. Some people used to think that the stock market can only go up! They had never experienced a "bear" market that lasted longer than a month or two! They have never seen a depression or even a recession, lines of cars at gas stations or the pressure of inflation. They don't know what a wage and price freeze is and they don't remember having to turn down the thermostat to conserve energy. Some people think that it can't happen to them. It is only other people that experience car accidents, tornados, mudslides, or earthquakes. Their house never burns up in fire or even loses a shingle in a windstorm - and if it does - they have insurance!
     A lot of people think that they are in control. Listen - Life bites. You can't stop it, manage it, or even control the bleeding. You aren't in control - you're just hanging on!

This wild young man took three critical steps in his behavior. Three critical steps that all of us prodigals must take. First, He looked at his situation with critical honesty. From wild living to starvation was shock to his system. That which is sweet in the mouth turns to bile in the throat. That which is light on the tongue sits heavy on the stomach. This young man saw with a brutal clarity how badly he had blundered in life. It took him a while to hit "bottom" but he hit it and hit it hard.. For some people it comes hard. For some it never comes. Some people will never admit the emptiness of their selfish lives. 
He determined a course of action. He remembered how good the hired men had it at home. He remembered the tired satisfaction at the end of a hard day's work. He remembered the good solid sleep the bone weary and dog tired farm hand. He remembered how much they had to eat and how much they ate!
He decided that he could go home, beg forgiveness and ask for a job. We can see the change in this young man in what he decides to ask for. He doesn’t decide to go back and get his old room. He decides to go back for a job. We see a change in attitude that lies beneath the change in direction.

     That is what this series is about, changed attitudes. The only way you can parent prodigals is by change of attitude. The only way you can come back home is by change of attitude. The only way to stay home and be happy in the midst of so much grace is to have a change in attitude. We will examine forgiveness, the tongue, eyes wide open assessments of ourselves and others, gratitude and real loving. This parable will teach us many things, if we let it.

Paul put it this way, 8Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things. It is an exercise that begins between the ears before it is transferred to the feet, hands or mouth. If you are a prodigal, think on these things. If you are an older brother, think on these things. If you have a prodigal, think on these things.

     Paul closed that
“think  “ section with these words, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me--put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.” He will. Let us pray.
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