
It is a universal human dilemma.  Parent and child begin in harmony but become estranged.  The Prodigal Son goes into the far country.  God and humankind are separated.  The Massai tribe in Africa has a ritual which carries its members through that painful passage.  When the son runs away in anger, the father goes to the mountain top to pray for the “spittle of forgiveness.”  Having seen this ritual in the community before, the son knows as he wanders that his father is there praying.  


When the son is ready to return, a runner scales the mountain to bring the father down and a contingent of the community accompanies the son.  When father and son meet, the father spits on his son’s face—not as a gesture of contempt but as a symbol of forgiveness.  He gives the son what comes from inside himself.  That spit from inside the father brings the joy of healing and reconciliation.  Christian missionaries who encountered this ritual were led to adjust the Christian sacrament of confession.  No longer was it to take place in darkness and privacy but out in the open and in community—true to our own biblical roots.  


In his story Jesus gives an even fuller picture of that universal human dilemma.  He introduces the other lost son, the elder brother.  Both sons are lost, alienated from their father, as Timothy Keller tells us in The Prodigal God.  Both have used the father for their own benefit without being truly in relationship with him.  The brother we call “prodigal” has the advantage of getting to the end of his rope and acknowledging his sin.  He knows he cannot help himself.  He is ready for grace.  We elder brothers who fill the church and other religious communities often think we have earned a place in the kingdom by following the rules.  Yet Jesus gives us a story that is all about the prodigal God who breaks God’s own rules, who loves and forgives us all sparing no expense.


In the words of the novelist Graham Greene, “You can’t conceive, my child, nor can I or anyone, the appalling strangeness of the mercy of God.”  (Brighton Rock)  The very word “prodigal” that we have applied to this story means “recklessly extravagant or having spent everything.”  Yes, the younger son spent everything material in the far country, but the father spent both  the material and spiritual.  He gave his very self in love.  In the Ancient Near East, the patriarch did not go running around in undignified ecstasy, but this father made a total fool of himself.  He forgave even before he heard any words of repentance.  He forgave because he loved.


Today in the midst of Lent we come to Refreshment Sunday, Mid Lent.  Today we get a glimpse of the light at the end of the tunnel, the joy that awaits us as we walk through this season of penitence.  Today we taste and see that the Lord is good.  We learn that we cannot finally fall from grace.  God is always waiting for us.  It is the very nature of God to offer us the spittle of forgiveness—even if it is not our nature to repent.  We learn that God needs us, that God is the parent who needs the child in order to be a loving parent, that God’s very nature demands relationship.

Thomas Wolfe may say that you can’t go home again, but Jesus says that you can.  Jesus welcomes the wayward soul home—again and again.  He welcomes even the most notorious of sinners.  Jesus told this story when the Pharisees and scribes were griping about his hanging out with tax collectors and sinners, so he told stories to get them on board—the shepherd leaving ninety-nine to search for the one lost sheep, the woman who turned the house upside down looking for the lost coin, and now the father who forgives and welcomes home.


Our epistle lesson tells the rest of the story of forgiveness and reconciliation.  We become “in Christ”, and if anyone is in Christ there is a new creation.  We have a fresh start.  In Eugene Peterson’s words, new life burgeons.  And what happens in response?  “God uses us to persuade men and women to drop their differences and enter into God’s work of making things right between them.”—our calling to the work of reconciliation.  


Today we see what it is that brings us home to enter this new life.  It is cold hard reality—not a detailed knowledge of scripture and tradition, not a proper upbringing in the faith community, not a disciplined life of prayer.  Finally it is the cold hard reality of life, the hard knocks that come from trying to do it on our own whether we are the younger or the elder brother.  When we get really tired and hungry, we are ready to receive the banquet set before us from the beginning of time.  As St. Augustine said, “God gives where he finds empty hands.”  When our hands are completely empty, we can receive the bounty God bestows upon us.  Only then do we come to our senses.  Only then can we go in a different direction.  Only then can we come home.


Next week we will gather for a special Service of Repentance and Hope.  We will have the opportunity to take God up on all this.  We will focus on the specific sin of slavery and all that it has unleashed in our society, all the ways we are separated from one another and turn one another into the Other.  Our Racial Reconciliation Dialogue Group has been engaged in this soul work for many months.  Many of us have engaged in holy conversation around this issue and now seek ways to work further toward reconciliation for the sake of the world.  We yearn to be truly “in Christ” so that there is indeed a new creation. 


Some of us approach this particular sin as younger brothers who are ready for God’s grace because we know how much we need it.  Perhaps most of us are elder brothers who have worked hard ourselves and think we are better at being anti-racists than most.  However, Timothy Keller reminds us:  “…competitive comparison is the main way elder brothers achieve a sense of their own significance.  Racism and classism are just different versions of this form of the self-salvation project.”  (p. 61)   We cannot heal ourselves of racism and all its iterations.  We are all spiritual exiles yearning to come home to God’s wide embrace.

So next week we will roll out the red flag that flew over slave auctions and then watch as it is defeated by the cross after our confession and absolution.  Our confession will be shaped by the confessions we have offered in the box in the narthex all these months.  We will have the opportunity to come to the altar for the oil of healing—rather like that spittle of forgiveness.  Scripture will proclaim the new thing that God is doing and assure us that those who are forgiven most love God most and are able to receive God’s love.  The prayers of the eucharist will remind us that God freed us from slavery in Egypt and from the power of evil that enslaves us, from the sin we have committed and the sin committed on our behalf.


Finally it will be a time of celebrating God’s great mercy and compassion.  We will taste and see that God is good.  We will live out the story of the good things God has done according to the psalmist:  “Those who sowed with tears will reap with songs of joy.  Those who go out weeping, carrying the seed, will come again with joy, shouldering their sheaves.”  (Psalm 126:6-7)


Here we are in the middle of Lent making our journey home.  The father is on the mountain top praying for the spittle of forgiveness.  The community has gathered to welcome us home.  May we fall into the strong arms of God.  Welcome home.  Welcome home to ourselves.  Home to the community of faith.  Home to God.  The banquet is prepared for us.  Taste and see that the Lord is good.
