A riddle hangs in my kitchen that draws a lot of attention.  It reads, a group of college and kindergarten students were posed a question.   Only 17% of the Stanford University students got it right, while 80% of the children did.   The riddle:


What is greater than God?  More evil than the devil?  Poor people have it.


Rich people need it.  If you eat it, you’ll die?

If you are stumped, try this trick.  I do this with the guests at our B&B all the time and it usually works.  Close your eyes and simply answer the first question.  

What is greater than God?


You are a Christian.  You know the answer to this.  
NOTHING

There is nothing greater than God.  Nothing more evil than the devil.  Poor people have it; rich people need it; and if you eat it you will die.  Nothing.  Nothing is greater than his love for us.  I use this to preface the story a story about the magnitude of God’s love; for it is only with a love this powerful that can explain the stories in Luke 15.      

The passage is filled with so many messages it is difficult to focus on just one.  Jesus uses these parables to relate to us.  We can readily get lost in our own thoughts making correlations between our own lives that those of the shepherd and the lost sheep, the woman and the lost coin and the father and his lost sons.  Also distracting, are the questions that these stories raise.  Answers to questions we can only speculate upon.  Was is responsible to leave 99 sheep in the wilderness to go and seek the lost one?  A lost coin, surely this is what anyone would do, what’s the special in this story?  And what is probably the most popular and well known of the parables, the prodigal sons; what’s the big deal, don’t we all have a brother or sister, friend or neighbor that has made some really bad choices while we instead took the appropriate road, making the responsible decisions, only to see them skate by time and time again.

The common thread of these three stories is the relationships and choices.   It is a popular notion that Christianity is a list of rules and regulations to live by that will get you to heaven instead of hell.  A notion that stems from centuries of practice.  But it’s not a list of rules that saves us.  Christianity is about relationship.  It is about the relationship we have with the Father, and the choices he allows us to make along the way that either draw us closer or separate us further from this deity.  Only God with an incomprehensible love could allow us theses choice.  This triune God, this father, whom we call Abba.

Several different relationships are developed in the story for our better understanding.  Pick any one of them and put yourself in the story.  Think about how it plays out.  To better do this, let’s put the story into the context of the time.  It is in doing so that we are exposed to the magnitude of God’s Love and the importance of the choices made in the stories.  Some are seemingly insignificant until you better understand what it meant at the time of Jesus.

Let’s focus on the lost sons.  It is the best known story, so perhaps you can imagine in your mind the events as they unfold.

The younger son demands his half of the inheritance.

This simply was not done.  He was essentially saying to his father that he had no relationship with him and would rather he were dead.  I’m reminded of a line from the movie, Princess Bride.”   A series of mishaps occur, after each of which one of the main characters cries out, “Inconceivable,” eventually to be replied to quite appropriately, “I do not think that word mean what you think it means.”  

Today, kids do so many bizarre things and act in such disrespectful ways, this doesn’t seen so extreme.  But at the time of Jesus, for the father to grant his son’s request request would have been an insult and completely unacceptable to the older brother, as well as the villagers.  It simply wasn’t done.  Yet, the father allows his young son to make this choice.  What he knows to be a poor choice.  The father is strongly ridiculed by his family and fellow villagers alike.  The whole scenario was, by its very definition was, inconceivable.  

I experienced the notion of “inconceivable” earlier this week when my 40 year old healthy sister had a massive heart attack.  She is doing well, but still to this moment, we are all in shock.  I share this, because I believe at the time Jesus used this parable, he was illustrating how shocking the whole scene was to the family and the villagers – but, in particular – to the Pharisees.  Yet he uses it, in its absurdity to demonstrate that nothing is greater than God.  And as the father allows the son his request, he puts his faith in God, and let’s his son go.    

In setting him free by granting his selfish request, the father trusts God, knowing he can’t force the son to love him.  Their relationship was damaged and unless and until the younger son was willing to meet his father and accept his love, there would be no point to forcing him to follow rules that were meaningless to the young man.

The story continues.  The son leaves his homeland and travels to a foreign land, where he squanders his inheritance and then finds himself in the midst of a famine, so desperate he finds meager work with a pig farmer.

Starving and working amongst animals he was taught to believe were unclean, he hits rock bottom.  There is no food suitable for him to eat, not even the husks that are fed to the pigs are digestible.  It is here that, at rock bottom that he “comes to his senses.”  There is some disagreement as to whether this is the point where he comes to repentance or where he simply comes up with a plan that will save his life.  The choice to return to the village, where he will be chastised, punished and in all likelihood turned away for his foolish, selfish, irresponsible behavior is monumental.  However, he truly has no alternative.

He returns and his father runs to greet him.

It is here that we see the father again, making a choice that flies in the face of the culture of the day.  For him to run out and greet his son, with open arms is ridiculous.  It was the epitome of inappropriate behavior.  The father degrades himself by making a spectacle, running to greet this estranged son, who surly should have been disowned.   

Close your eyes and picture a leader in your family, your father, your pastor, the mayor of your home town.  Someone respected, dignified, mature.  Literally running down the street to greet this filthy, humiliated young man, whom you too have judged to be unworthy, not unlike how tax collectors and sinners were treated.  The father does this without shame.  More than that, he expounds his joy by immediately reestablishing his sons place in the family.  The robe, ring and sandals are more than mere pieces of clothing or accessory.  They defined where one fit in the hierarchy of the time.  For instance, slaves were barefoot, they did not have sandals.  The father was restoring his son before the villagers and clamoring for a celebration.  This extravagant choice to receive his son back truly brings about the son’s realization of and acceptance of his father’s love.  The son acknowledges his sin against heaven and his father, yet in his raw humility, never utters part two of his plan, “make me as your servant.”

I remember first reading this scripture and thinking that killing the fatted calf and hosting a full blown party was a little over kill.  Truth be told, as an older sister with younger siblings who have made repeated questionable decisions, I related to the older brother, charging the father with, “All these years I have slaved for you and never disobeyed your orders.  Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.”  I’d always thought of the older brother as righteous and didn’t get any more out of the parable, than the selfish brother returned home to a hero’s welcome.  He eventually repented and that was good.  The more time spent in these passages though, the more I owned my kinship to the older brother, and all the superiority and judgment that came with it.  Jesus used this parable to put his audience, not into the sandals of the older brother, rather the sandals of the Pharisees.  Remember, the parable opens with, “Now the tax collectors and sinner were all gathering around to hear him.  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  In all my doing what I was told, I can now see where I lost sight in my own self-righteousness.  Not unlike the Pharisees considering themselves superior to the tax collectors and sinners, when they were, just like you and I, and those sinners and tax collectors, mere mortals, full of failure, sin and regret for missed opportunities to do what was in the spirit of the law, rather, sticking to the letter of the law.

In his infinite wisdom, our savior doesn’t end the story there.  When the older son comes home to find his brother returned, and restored to favor within the family, he protests.  He doesn’t know that his brother squandered his fortune on prostitutes, yet he suggests it, in an effort to paint his brother in an unforgivable light.  As the parable comes to an end, the father is pleading with the older son, trying to explain the unexplainable, “My son, you are always with me and everything I have is yours.  But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”  

Really?  He had to?   Well, yes.  The word used for “Had”, Dei,   denotes the element of necessity in an event.   Scholars suggest that Dei is sometimes a term expressing God’s law.  Dei thus represents a rule of life.  What we see here in Luke 15:32 is a rule of life.  But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.  This is the ultimate forgiveness, the ultimate love.  Only God could have orchestrated such an event.  Nothing is greater.

So here we are, at the end of the parable.  The younger son, unconditionally brought back into the fold.   The father, overjoyed with his return, but at the same time distraught with the older son’s reluctance, with the older son’s resentment.  Again, this father bares his soul in front of the villagers, and we are left, literally in the sandals of the older brother.  

God doesn’t force us to follow him, to love him, or even to know him.  As a body of Christians, when faced with today’s version of tax collectors and sinners, are your choices going to lead you to boundless joy.  Can you bathe the tax collectors in love and forgiveness, like the Father did his son?  Will you have to celebrate when your neighbor, who has never attended church, finally hears the Good News – maybe through your words or more than likely, your actions, and accepts Christ as his savior?  Or is it more comfortable to respond as the Pharisees, resting on their laurels, not understanding and instead judging, looking from the outside in.

The final scene plays out, stand with the older brother.  Hear the festive music.  Feel the grime from working in the fields all day.  You are tired and hungry.  Smell the fatted calf roasting.  Hear the pain wrapped in sincerity of the father’s plea.  What are you thinking?  What shall you do?  If this parable is about relationships and choices, where do you go from here?  Do you choose to remain outside, standing on our own worldly principal?  Or, do you join the party, accepting the love of the father, proclaiming  for all to hear Nothing is greater!

