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Your Story, Their Story, God’s Story
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Our Scripture today is a pretty recognizable story. I learned this parable as “The Prodigal Son.” Many have concluded that it should be titled “The Prodigal Father.” Prodigal as you may recall means “extravagantly wasteful,” and depending on your point of view that could apply to either the younger son or the father. The older son probably thought both were prodigal – the younger son for demanding his inheritance and then spending it all, and his father for giving the younger son his inheritance and then giving him more when he comes home.

This parable is found in Luke 15, which is often called “the lost chapter.” Perhaps more accurately it should be called “the lost and found chapter” because it has three parables of things lost and the rejoicing that happens when they are found.

Now the point is pretty clear. The chapter begins with the religious leaders being disgruntled because Jesus hangs with people with which good religious folk shouldn’t be found associating. Jesus breaks into three parables to express how God rejoices when we act with such open hearts that those normally marginalized can experience the love and grace of God.

What I love about the parable of the father and his two sons is that there are stories within stories and new meaning can be found almost every time you read it. Rob Bell in his new book “Love Wins” actually gave me a new insight to this parable – one that I think is useful to all of us, but one I particular would like the confirmands to hear.

As you grow in life you will find that there are many narratives about you – there are many stories about you. There is the story you have of yourself – your self-concept – how you view who you are and what you do. And there are stories that others have of you – how others perceive you and what you do.

Here’s how that happened in the story of the father and his two sons. The younger son seems to want more freedom in his life, he wants to experience life and all that it has to offer and so he does the unthinkable. He asks his father for his share of the inheritance. And just as unthinkable, the father gives it to him. The son takes the money, wastefully spends it very quickly and soon finds himself in a position where he would be better off working for his father as one of his hired hands, than what he found himself doing. In other words, he realizes how he totally messed up.

He’s not even sure his father would hire him, and wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t. But he thought he would at least give it a try. The story the younger son had of himself now is that he was unworthy. He didn’t dare go back home as a son. He was just hoping to be received as another hired hand. Sometimes the narratives we have of ourselves are pretty negative.

You know what happened, the father refused to bring him on as a hired hand, because he was still his son -- he welcomed him back as a son and threw a party for him.
And you know that didn’t go over well with the older brother who was always the “good” son – working hard, asking for nothing. Here his creep of a little brother who was so selfish he wasted half of his dad’s fortune, and now his dad is throwing him a party as if he were a hero. That just stunk. That’s unfair.

So the narrative the younger son has about himself is that he is unworthy. The narrative of the older son about the younger son is, well, basically the same. Here’s the thing. As you go through life you will always have a story about yourself, and others will always have a story about you, but neither are nearly as important as the story that God has about you.
When the younger son came home, it wasn’t the narrative that he had about himself nor the narrative that his older brother had for him that mattered. What mattered was the narrative that the father had. His son was home. Nothing else mattered. It was time to celebrate. Never feel so unworthy as to think that God will not receive you as one of God’s own.

A small little twist: Sometimes our self-narrative is more like that of the older son. We work hard at doing good and being right. That has its own rewards. But often it can make us very judgmental, causing us to see others as unworthy. The problem with that is when we see others catching breaks we don’t think they deserve, we will perceive that as very unfair. Forgetting that God’s mercy is broad and deep we create our own little hell filled with anger and envy.

Here’s the take away. We all have stories of ourselves. Others all have stories of us. But the only story we should listen to and trust is the one that God has for you. You are a child of God and loved by God and will always be welcomed home by God. Everything else is fiction.
