24th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

Many times in the Bible God is portrayed in very human terms, both the worst and the best of humanity.  If you can remember anything about the first reading after having listened to such a long Gospel reading, God is on top of the hill giving the Ten Commandments to Moses, and he looks down and sees that the Israelite People of God have tired of waiting for Moses to return with God’s Word and have made an idol for themselves, a molten calf to worship.

In human terms at least, God is justifiably angry with these people he has created and brought out of slavery in the land of Egypt.  He loses patience and says to Moses, “I see how stiff-necked this people is.  Let me alone, then, that my wrath may blaze up against them to consume them.  Then I will make of you a great nation.”  

Fortunately, Moses succeeds in cooling down God.  He reminds God of all of the love he has already bestowed upon these people, and how he promised them, through Abraham, Isaac, and Israel that he would make their descendants numerous and give them this land forever.  So the Lord relented in the punishment he had threatened to inflict on his people.  God gave in to Moses’ plea for mercy.

Then in the Gospel we have the Parable of the Prodigal Son, showing us God as Father relentless in seeking out the lost, and rejoicing when they are found.  In the end, both human portrayals are of a God who is loving and forgiving, which is reason for us to always rejoice whenever we come to our senses and return to the life and love of the Father.

Again today, Jesus tries to convince the Pharisees and scribes of the importance of every child of God, but they complain and accuse Jesus of welcoming sinners and eating with them.  Jesus begins with two common examples from daily life, and each of us likely can recall having had similar experiences.

A man with 100 sheep loses one and it bothers him so much that he risks leaving the other 99 in the desert for a time so that he can go after the lost one and find it.  The joy of finding the lost sheep is so great that he calls together his friends and neighbors to celebrate with him.

A woman with ten coins loses one and lights a lamp and sweeps the house, searching carefully until she finds it.  And when she finds it she calls together her friends and neighbors to rejoice with her over the found coin.

What strikes me in these simple stories is the overwhelming joy of having found what was lost, small and insignificant as it may have been.  The man likely had to slaughter a number of sheep for the party he threw when he found the one.  And the woman would have had to spend more than the one coin on the party she threw for having found it.

Last Tuesday morning the parish secretary, whose name I cannot release, could not find her keys.  They were not in either of the two places she always leaves them in her home, so she decided she must have left them in the office.  The keys were not in the office, either, so she spent an anxious morning wondering where they could be.  When she returned from lunch, she had found them – in her purse.  On Wednesday morning she arrived with one of her delicious desserts.  I surmised that she was celebrating the found keys, but she insisted that the dessert was to celebrate Linda Kuehner’s birthday!

Because the Pharisees and the scribes remained unconvinced of the inherent basic goodness of tax collectors and sinners, Jesus goes further, giving them the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  In the First Reading, the Golden Calf symbolized false worship – idolatry – replacing God with something else as the ultimate concern for the people.  We can easily surrender to idols, which replace God as the ultimate concern in our lives … our work, a hobby, a person who fascinates us, our goal for life, perhaps a desire for fame.

The Prodigal Son may well have sought fame, the joy of being recognized, being worshipped, coming to be a God-figure for others at the cost of his share of his father’s possessions.  I am reminded of the troubled lives of people like Michael Jackson, Tiger Woods, and Paris Hilton, except that, in the time of the Prodigal Son, there were no rehabilitation centers where he could occasionally seek respite and then try once again.

The Prodigal Son hit bottom, finally comparing himself to the pigs, even envying them because at least they had food that they liked to eat.  The Prodigal Son finally realized who he really was: a child of a good and loving father.  Discovering who he truly is, he gets up and returns to his father’s house.  More than anything else, he is the son of a loving father.

On the first day of class in a graduate school of theology, the professor addressed the fears and concerns of the students regarding his system of grading.  He said, “As your first lesson in the nature of God, I want to offer you an experience of God’s limitless mercy and compassion.  You will all be receiving ‘A’s in this class.”

We can guess which students cheered and which balked at the professor’s words.  What good is getting an ‘A’ if it doesn’t mean that I performed better than other students did?  What’s the point of obeying a God who does not punish those who deserve punishment, or reward those who deserve reward, but simply offers each of us unconditional love whenever we are ready to receive it?

Jesus stops the parable at the Father’s invitation to the angry elder son.  The Pharisees and scribes are left to ponder.  If the loving forgiveness that God extends makes us feel disbelief and resentment, then we will find ourselves standing alongside an angry elder brother with nothing to celebrate except the selfishness of our discontent.

With whom do I identify … the Prodigal Son or his elder brother?  Father Henri Nouwen says that we should identify with neither of them, but, rather, with the father.  These Bible stories portray God in human images.  We are to seek to rise above the weaknesses of humankind and love as God loves.  We are to be the one who forgives; not just the forgiven.  We are to be the one who welcomes; not just the welcomed.

Only then will we truly understand, in the very depths of who we are, what it means to live in the image of the one by whom we were created.

