

Radical Grace

We sat in the city park eating lunch with my brother.  We had brought food and a camp stove.  We even had coffee.  We were enjoying the sunny day and the conversation.  Looking at his watch, my brother said with regret in his voice, “Guys, I have to start back now.”  We began to pack up our food and dishes.  We said our goodbyes, promising to meet him there tomorrow with more food and maybe some money for a pack of cigarettes.  My brother was homeless and doing time in the county jail for drunk driving.  As we left him at the bus which would take him back to jail for the night, I said to David, “There but for the grace of God go I.”  I find myself saying that phrase often.  I’m very sure that I can’t live my life without God’s grace.  But do I really understand what I mean when I say that?
As Christians, we hear about grace all the time.  It’s such a familiar theme we may not realize it’s the most radical, life changing, reality-altering, history making idea anybody ever came up with.  When I think about what grace is, and what it’s not, I praise God that Jesus came to seek and to save the lost.  Without the miracle of radical grace our lives would be a succession of anxious days full of struggle to live righteously.  
As Luke 15 opens, Jesus has attracted a crowd of sinners and tax collectors who are listening to his teaching.  The Pharisees and scribes are there.  They stand back from the crowd, watching.  They mutter among themselves about Jesus.  How can this Jesus welcome and eat with these sinners, they ask each other.  Why are the Pharisees and scribes so upset by this situation?  What’s so radical about Jesus’ association with sinners?  Today we consider it doing God’s work to go among the homeless or prison inmates, for example, in order to take God’s message to them.  Not so in Jesus’ time.  In Jesus’ times sinners were outcasts, people you avoided because by associating with them you would become unclean yourself.  Sinners were not people you tried to help.  A sinner didn’t have to be a murderer or a thief, a tax collector or a prostitute.  A sinner was any person who couldn’t fulfill every aspect of the Jewish law, and so fell short of righteousness.  So sinners might be people like you and me.  Not so terrible, yet flawed, human, needing salvation.  But what if you couldn’t earn salvation without jumping through endless hoops and obeying impossible rules?   
Consider the shepherd who Jesus tells about in the beginning of Luke 15.  This shepherd does his job conscientiously and tirelessly, roaming the wilderness to find one lost sheep.  Yet shepherds were outcasts because they were considered to be thieves.  As they drove their sheep to pasture the sheep would nibble grass from another man’s land.  Just try to keep a sheep from doing what sheep do—nibbling grass, head down, not paying attention, just eating and eating as it wanders.  If you were a shepherd you might just give up and accept that you could never change that sheep’s behavior.  You might just accept that you would always be an outcast because of your sheep.  At least you had a job.  A shepherd couldn’t win unless he gave up his job, and if he gave up his job he couldn’t win because he would become a beggar, and so on.  What about the woman who lost the silver coin?  It’s quite possible that coin was to have been one of ten on her marriage headdress.  If she didn’t have all ten coins, she couldn’t get married.  If she didn’t get married she might well become a prostitute because she had no other way to support herself.  If she did get married, well, her future was secure—unless she sinned in some way and her husband divorced her.  You get the picture.  Trapped by the law that was supposed to redeem you.  The Pharisees and the scribes worked night and day at being righteous, always afraid they might touch a sinner, or, for example, forget one of the 639 rules that governed the Sabbath.  This is a picture of what grace is not.  Life was an endless struggle for righteousness.  A person who touched or even mingled with sinners would become unclean and defiled.  He would lose his right to worship in the temple or associate with righteous people.  He could go through elaborate purification rituals, but it was a long road back to righteousness.  No wonder the Pharisees were so judgmental.  They were scared.  
In the three parables in Luke 15 Jesus shows another way.  At first these parables might seem to us like simple moral tales about everyday life.  So you might not realize just how shocking, anti-social and even sacrilegious these stories would seem to His listeners.  What’s the big deal about searching for a lost sheep, you might ask.  It’s part of the job description of a conscientious shepherd, right?  And one coin, well, how much could that be worth?  A penny, or even a quarter, isn’t going to break anyone.  And we all know someone with a family member who gets into trouble and causes grief for his family.  What could be shocking about such simple tales?  Why would the Pharisees and scribes stand and mutter among themselves about Jesus’ stories and his association with sinners and tax collectors?  Apparently Jesus is doing and saying something quite out of the ordinary.  

From our point of view the Pharisees and scribes should have been on Jesus’ side.  After all, they were the ones in charge of regulating Jewish religious life.  Shouldn’t they be happy that Jesus was trying to get sinners to repent and return to God?  Wasn’t He helping them do their jobs?  Not quite.  To begin with, Jesus wanted the Pharisees to embrace and forgive sinners!  He wanted them to risk becoming unclean and defiled by associating with, doing business with, eating with, forgiving and worshipping with these sinners.  He even wanted them to love these sinners.  Jesus was preaching a gospel of unconditional love, forgiveness, and acceptance.  He touched sinners and ate with them.  Repent, He said, and live in relationship with a God who loves his children so much that He seeks lost sinners.  Jesus was offering radical grace and asking his listeners to do so as well.  


So you can imagine the Pharisees’ shock when Jesus tells a story of a father and his two sons in which the lost son is welcomed back with rejoicing while the other son, the good son who stayed at home, is almost forgotten.  The Pharisees wouldn’t like this story because it completely disregarded Jewish law about how to treat a lost sinner.  Now the Pharisees would agree with Jesus that people get lost.  But a Pharisee would never go looking for lost sinners.  According to Jewish law sinners could be restored to fellowship if they repented and suffered judgment and punishment.  If they satisfied every detail of each of the hundreds of rules that governed Jewish life they might hope for forgiveness and restoration.  Since the law was so exacting, many never did find full forgiveness.  So there were many sinners and outcasts who listened to Jesus because He promised something radically different.  Maybe, like the Pharisees, these sinners were also shocked and suspicious, but they listened.  They listened because they were ready for something different, something more forgiving and loving.  Something more possible.  As the title of one hymn puts it, Jesus offered grace that was greater than all their sin.  And this was the problem for the Pharisees.  They were, as one theologian puts it, offended by grace.  

And so they were deeply offended by the story of the father who extends unconditional love and forgiveness to his son.  Jesus’ last parable in Luke 15 is about a Jewish father who had two sons.  The younger son asks for and receives his inheritance while his father is still alive.  Then he runs away and squanders his money in wild and immoral living.   He loses everything.  Homeless and hungry, he begins to be convicted of his sin.  Jesus tells us that when the son came to himself he realized the truth of his situation.  Not only is he worse off than his father’s most humble servants, but he is beginning to understand his spiritual lostness, as well.  The Greek word “come” used this way suggests he has lost himself, his very self, his very identity as his father’s son and God’s child.  He has been out of his head.  He has wandered far from himself.  He has wandered far from God.  So now he comes to himself.  Back to consciousness, as it were.  And when he does, he wants to come home not only to his father’s house, but to God.  Jesus wants us to understand that the son is indeed repentant.  When the son realizes the truth about his condition, he decides he will ask only to be a servant in his father’s house.
So, he returns repentant.  He’s not punished.  He isn’t even criticized or sanctioned.  Instead, his father runs out to meet him and restores him unconditionally to the family.  Overjoyed, his father orders a celebration because his lost son has been found.  Surely this son deserved punishment, and Jewish law provided for it.  But his father acted out of unconditional love and forgiveness.  In radical defiance of the Jewish law, he extended grace to his lost son.

.  
Now what do you think the Pharisees expected his father to do?  According to them, taking his son back as a servant would be a just punishment.  When his father and the Elders were satisfied that he was truly repentant, he could be restored to fellowship.  But then they might hold it over his head for the rest of his life, anyway.  You know, just to make sure he never forgets his sin.  With the Pharisees, forgiveness was always conditional.  

Instead, picture this.  The father, who has gone on with the work of the business, has always waited and watched for his son’s return.  He hasn’t written him off.  He hasn’t kicked him out of the family.  He never stopped loving him and hoping for his return.  Maybe, like a shepherd, he has even gone out onto the nearest hilltop every day to see if his son could be seen on the horizon.  This is very likely because when the son finally returns the father sees him coming from a long way off.  He is overwhelmed with joy and compassion for his son’s suffering.  Robes flying, he runs down the road and out to meet his beloved son.  The son is only able to say, “Father, forgive me.”  His father won’t let him say more.  His father believes him, accepts him, forgives him, restores him and protects him from the judgment and anger of the village Elders by giving him the clothing of a son of the family.  It’s immediate and unconditional.  It’s totally radical.  The father does not punish him.  Instead, in his joy at finding his lost son he’s going to kill the best calf and celebrate with singing, dancing and feasting.  This is what grace is.

When my brother was released from jail, he decided to move to Dutch Harbor in Alaska and work on the fish line.  He reasoned that in such an isolated place, doing such hard work, he could go to AA and turn his life around.  We met him for the last time in the park, and took him to a department store to buy him warm clothing.  Then we said goodbye.  But meanwhile we called our friend in Dutch Harbor and asked him to look out for Kerry.  Dean, a good and compassionate man, took Kerry to dinner, had coffee and phone conversations with him.  Dean was a lifeline.  This is what grace is.  Kerry finally ended up in Anchorage in a VA program where he began the long way back home to himself and to God.  Other good people met him and helped him.  He didn’t deserve it.  He had hurt people through his addictions.  He had hurt me.  But this is what grace is.
Is the son in Luke 15 sincere or is he just trying to avoid starvation?  Will he act like a true son from now on?  We don’t know, and for Jesus’ story it doesn’t matter.  Whether he goes on to act like a true son of his father is the stuff of another story.  It didn’t matter whether the son deserved this reception or not.  It wasn’t based on what he did or said.  It was purely out of his father’s deep and unfailing love that the son was restored to the family.  Because of this, all things are now possible for the son.  He can choose to live a life of love, gratitude and faithfulness.  He has been given an amazing gift, the opportunity to start over completely and live a new life.  I hope he knew the value of what he had received at no cost to himself.  The cost was to his father, for you can be sure that the Pharisees would never let his father forget that he had acted in radical defiance of the law they represented.

Because of God’s boundless grace and love all things are now possible for my brother.  Our most loving Father extended grace to my brother when he was homeless and wandering, lost in alcoholism and drug addiction.  By the grace of God, Kerry returned to himself and found Jesus waiting to welcome him home.  We’re still celebrating. 

  At the end of the story we don’t know if the younger son will choose to stay and how he will behave if he does.  We don’t know if he will be transformed by the radical grace his father offers freely.  I don’t know if Kerry will keep his eyes on Jesus and keep walking with God.  We do know one thing.  We do know that this story has been about the father all along, about the one whose boundless love and joy received the lost son, received Kerry, and daily receives you and me the minute we say, “Forgive me.”  We do know it is about God our father whose love is so boundless that He will find us wherever we wander and welcome us home when we truly repent.   
And that is what it means to live by grace. 

