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Luke 15:14-16

What You’ve Got is What You Get.

     To some extent, we all deal with guilt. Our crime and therefore our guilt may not be as severe as those who have caused the loss of a life. It may be something so small cheating on our diet. Some of you may like the way that Erma Bombeck says that you should deal with those temptations to indulge in forbidden foods. She says, “Seize the moment! Remember all those women on the Titanic who waved off the dessert cart.¨  Tax time has just passed, and some of us may have been tempted to fudge a little bit on the income that you report, or you may be reminded of a time that you yielded to that temptation. One man was reminded of a tax debt that he owed, so he sent a check to the government for back taxes with a note attached that said, I felt so guilty for cheating on my taxes I had to send you this check. If I don’t feel any better, I’ll send you the rest.     

     Roy Baumeister, a psychologist at Case Western University in Cleveland studies guilt in 1991. He found that the average person spends approximately two hours a day feeling guilty. And for 39 minutes of that time, people feel moderate to severe guilt that may greatly limit their abilities.

     It is a part of human nature to assess blame. We are always looking for someone to blame. Adam blamed Eve, Eve blamed the snake, the snake blamed God. When you raise a prodigal, someone had to have done something wrong. My story last week about my brother an that weekend in the early 70’s and subsequent nearly endless stories of excess and irresponsibility have been rehashed by my parents countless times. In nearly every case my parents have related that they continued to believe that if they had done something different perhaps the result would have been different. Their language and demeanor for years was characterized by guilt. What did “WE” do wrong. The same rules, the same food, the same stuff and the same nurture created two other children who function at a total level and on a totally different plane of existence. But the guilt they experienced was real and tangible. The same is true with our own prodigals.

     The over riding emotion that we most often see when we are dealing with prodigals is guilt however, the scriptures are very clear that the necessary emotion is one of compassion. Compassion allows us to unmask the problem and address it forcefully and clearly. Guilt consumes our energy, destabilizes our relationships and buries any hope of healing. Phil Waldrep says that Principle # 1 in parenting prodigals is that we must learn to live guilt free. Listen to this next statement closely, “your prodigal is responsible for his/her choices.” I propose that in order to have a consistent and beneficial relationship with any prodigal that relationship can never be driven by guilt but by compassion and love. How do we begin to live a guilt free life?

     There are at least four ways in which we attempt to deal with guilt. The most common way of dealing with guilt is to try to Redirect it. In other words, we do what we can to keep from admitting any (objective) guilt. We do this by rationalizing our behavior or by blaming someone else. I’ve heard many parents do mental and emotional gymnastics in order to place blame on somebody or some situation. We are a society that is especially skilled at rationalizing and blaming. When someone is caught in wrong you might hear,

· I come from a dysfunctional home (I'm not responsible . . .blame my upbringing) 

· This is just the way I am (I'm not responsible . . . blame my genes . . . or God!) 

· They started it (I'm not responsible . . they are) 

· I didn't know that was against the law (I'm not responsible . . . you didn't tell me) 

· I have been oppressed (I'm not responsible . . . society is) 

Some people are so good at rationalization that they don't take responsibility for anything they do. These are among the most dangerous people in the world. We hear about them as they defend themselves for doing sometimes horrendous things. But it is not a tactic reserved for just the horrific criminal. We do it too.

     If that doesn't work we might seek to bury the guilt. The principle is simple: if you deny the guilt maybe it will go away. Many have lived with guilt so long that they have adopted the three rules of “painful families”, 

1. Don’t talk

2. Don’t Trust

3. Don’t Feel

 The problem is, that you can bury guilt but you can't get rid of it. You can bury guilt deep but like toxic waste it eventually works it's way to the surface in some form. It may manifest itself in strained relationships. It may rear it's head in physical ailments such has high blood pressure, depression, nervousness to name a few. And guilt may reveal itself in a constant state of dread that comes from the fear of being "found out".

     Third, we try to pay for it. What I mean here is that some of us know we are guilty and try to "buy ourselves out" by doing good things as payment for the bad. But the problem is, how much does it take to pay for,

· the child that was aborted 

· the person (often a parent) you refused to be reconciled to before they died 

· the children you abandoned 

· the immoral relationships you were involved in 

· the unknown person you stole from 

· the classmate from years ago that you belittled and abused before they moved away 

· the dishonesty you engaged in 

· the teacher (or student) you tormented 

I don't have to tell YOU that trying to pay for the past by working harder is a frustrating and discouraging way of handling guilt. These kinds of people beat themselves up. They work themselves until they are exhausted. They can't say "No" to anything. They are driven by a guilt they can't seem to erase. The result is a lingering depression or a frustration that comes out in a negative attitude or an angry spirit.

However, it is impossible to undo the past by doing good things in the present.

     This leads us to the fourth (and best) way of dealing with guilt, that is to confess it. We have a responsibility to confess our wrong to the people we offend (when possible) and to God. Ultimately every offense is an offense against God. The Bible promises that "if we confess our sin He is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness." (1 John 1:9) But it is important that we understand what it means to "confess" our sin. It means to "agree with God". In other words it means that we must recognize the horror of what we have done and we must have a desire to turn from such behavior and never engage in it again. The Bible calls this an attitude of Repentance.

     Merely saying we are sorry is not enough. If a person offends you, says they are sorry, and then does the same thing again and again, don't you question the sincerity and depth of their sorrow? God promises to forgive those who sincerely confess their sin. It's not so much the words . . . it's the attitude of the heart.

     Every parent I know, myself included remembers and regrets certain actions in the past: yelling at children without reason, spanking too hard, too often or spanking at all. We all make mistakes, they don’t come with owners manuals you know. The problem occurs when we refuse to say, “I was wrong, please forgive me.”

     If we are listening, God does use our consciences to show us our faults and our mistakes. But just because God tweaks our conscience does not mean that He is piling on condemnation. The bible describes a huge difference between oppressive guilt and the conviction of the Holy Spirit. Conviction is the process of God getting me to acknowledge my sin in order to confess, be forgiven and get it behind me. Guilt simply makes me feel bad for what I’ve done. Conviction is forward thinking; guilt is backward thinking. Guilt is accompanied by an inability to accept God’s will, God’s provision and God’s forgiveness. Guilt makes us feel that if we punish ourselves severely enough and long enough we can compensate for our faults. 

     One time Paul discovered that the Corinthian believers were committing serious sins, so he wrote them a letter to challenge them to repent. To his delight, they responded to his instructions. When he learned their response he wrote, “Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death. (2 Corinthians 7:10) The sorrow that produces death is guilt. The contrast at the beginning of the verse is the conviction of the Holy Spirit. When we experience God’s cleansing grace for our sins, we are thankful to be forgiven and subsequently we become more graceful and forgiving. 

     Paul said it another way in his letter to the Romans: “There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus. (Romans 8:1) Let me outline for you some of the differences between destructive guilt and positive conviction of the Holy Spirit.    It’s guilt if:

1. It tells we are condemned and unworthy. What we have done is so bad that we can never overcome it.

2. It makes us want to hide.

3. It focuses on others opinions of us.

4. It produces fear.

5. It makes us want to find someone else to blame.

In contrast, it is probably the conviction of the Holy Spirit if:

1. It tells us our behavior is wrong but we still are loved by God.

2. It gives us the courage to approach those we have hurt to restore the relationship

3. In focuses on God’s opinion of us. We want to please Him above all else.

4. It produces joy.

5. It leads to repentance, forgiveness and we don’t feel a need to blame anyone anymore.

Richard Hoefler's book "Will Daylight Come" includes this
homey story:

A little boy visiting his grandparents was given his first
slingshot.
He practiced in the woods, but he could never hit his target.
As he came back to Grandma's backyard, he spied her pet duck.
On impulse he took aim and let fly.
The stone hit and the duck fell dead.

The boy panicked.
Desperately he hid the dead duck in the woodpile, only to look up
and see his sister Sally watching.
Sally had seen it all, but said nothing.
After lunch that day, Grandma said,
"Sally, let's wash the dishes."
But Sally said, "Johnny told me he wanted to help in the kitchen
today. Didn't you, Johnny?"
She quickly whispered,
"Remember the duck!" So Johnny did the dishes.

Later Grandpa asked if the children wanted to go fishing.
Grandma said, "I'm sorry, but I need Sally to help make supper."
Sally smiled and said, "That's all taken care of.
Johnny wants to do it."
And again the whisper, "Remember the duck!"
Johnny stayed while Sally went fishing.

After several days of doing both his chores and Sally's, he
couldn't stand it.
He confessed to Grandma that he killed the duck.
"I know, Johnny," she said, giving him a hug.
I saw the whole thing. 
I was angry, but because I love you, I forgave you.
I was just wondering how long you would let Sally make a slave
of you."
Guilt will make a slave of you. It will twist you and bend you till you break. Living a guilt free life wil  
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