A Gospel of Compassion
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OT Lesson – Psalm 111

Introduction to New Testament Lesson


Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  I want to say thank you to the leadership for inviting me to come here today and worship with you. It is always wonderful to come back home on special occasions like Mother’s Day 2009.  My family moved here in 1965 when I was 4 years old.  Yesterday I turned 48.  My mother and father, Jim and Jean are still right here after 44 years.  You know when I come to Buncombe County it is always a journey back in time for me. I see old friends who were my classmates from first grade at Black Mtn. Primary all the way through graduation from Owen High School.  I get to see the new places like the little burger shop which has popped up behind the Fifth Third Bank, which is on the site of the Ingles Grocery where I bagged groceries for many of you in the 1970’s.


I was thinking about preaching in this space…..which you know as the worship center for Montreat Presbyterian Church…… Of course I think of it as Mr. Hinkle’s Store and I am flooded with memories.  I know that you think of this area as the Chancel area…….while I think of it as the chocolate milk aisle.


At Union Seminary, Dr. Betty Achtemeier always cautioned her students about preaching from the Hallmark Calendar around holidays such as Mother’s Day. She, of course wanted us to stick to the lectionary.  Well, I want you to know I have softened up a little bit on Dr. Betty’s strict admonitions over the last 20 years.  I am sure she would be amused by my coming back to my childhood home and preaching on the Return of the Prodigal Son.

The Sermon


This story is often called the EVANGELIUM IN EVANGELIO, meaning A SUMMARY OF THE GOSPEL.  The reason being that it contains many if not all of the major themes of the gospel story:

SIN – REPENTANCE – GRACE – 

COMPASSION – JOY – RESTORATION –

 SONSHIP – THE SEARCHING SAVING LOVE OF GOD.  

I think it sounds so familiar to us because:


It's about adolescent rebellion


It's about being alienated from ones family


It's about the appeal of the new and the foreign


It's about the consequences of foolish living


It's about the warmth of home remembered


Like no other parable, it takes us in close, close to the divine heart of compassion, because it lays bare the cost to God of reaching into the far country of our lostness.  Listen now once again for God’s Word.

Luke 15:11-32

WHAT IS GOING ON IN THIS STORY?


The younger son in a family asks for and receives his inheritance and the right to spend that inheritance in just about any foolish way he pleases.  This request and its granting are, however, highly unusual.  The request essentially means that the young boy wants his father to die.  Surely, the father would be heart broken, if not down right angry, at such a bold request.  However, instead of punishment, the loving father grants the request in an astonishing act of parental toleration and love.  The older son is noticeable in his silence, refusing to act as an agent of reconciliation.  Thus, I propose to you that both sons have failed their father at this point in the story.


The younger son does what any 18 year old might do…..he cashes in his chips, liquidating his portfolio, getting everything in cold hard currency.

I remember a young fellow who was one of my contemporaries who received access to a $20,000 trust fund at age 18.  I recall the day very vividly when he drove up in the parking lot at Owen High School in a brand new Pontiac Trans Am. Wow! It was gorgeous.  How much did he have left of his inheritance? Nothing.  


In our story for today…the son packs his bags leaves home and in the short space of 21 words we find the young lad has lost everything, wasting away in some far off Corinthian Spot.  His sin as he sees it…….is the loss of the money and his failure to be a dutiful son in being able to care for his family.  His poverty has reduced him to tending hogs….a vocation, which for him was a terrible indignity.  Jewish Law said, “Cursed is he who feeds swine”.  It gets so bad that he is forced to eat the long pods of the carob tree which are normally the fodder for live stock and at times become food for the extremely poor of the land.  The text says, “he came to his senses or he came to himself” and decided to return to his hometown and try to work his way back into his family’s good graces.  He is, of course, quite anxious about his return.


Here is where the story takes a curious turn.  You see, he has this sermon prepared for his father how he had sinned against heaven and against his father and how he was no longer worthy to be called his son and how he just wanted to work at the level of a slave…….but before he could get all out he is utterly overwhelmed by his father’s public display of love.  He is offered irresistible grace; he confesses his sin; he accepts restoration to sonship and the community rejoices.


The older son, is LIVID – BESIDE HIMSELF WITH ANGER -   There is no way around it really, he is simply unable to cope with his father’s love for and forgiveness of his younger brother.  His father in turn extends the same love toward the older brother.  The older brother stands his ground, unwilling to confess his sin or return to the fellowship.  Instead he lectures his own father in his bitterness.  The parable ends with an appeal by the father for reconciliation.

At the center of this story is the Compassion which the father has for his returning younger son as he sees him far off in the distance.  This is where I want to focus this morning…on this word compassion as Luke uses it in this story.


The verb “to have compassion” – “SPLANCHNIZOMAI” is used nine (9) times in reference to Jesus in the Gospel story, and Jesus used compassion as a verb in three of his parables…one of them being the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  Just to be quite blunt about it, to have compassion literally means, in the Greek, to have one’s bowels turned over – it refers to what we would call a gut-wrenching experience.  It refers to a feeling of solidarity with another person that is virtually physical in its effect. Think of those times when you were with someone in a time of great pain and you literally felt your insides tied up in knots because you were in such solidarity with them.  Perhaps you have felt that way about your own children when they have been sick or failed an exam or a parent or spouse has faced a deep deep hurt.  Andrew Purves, professor of pastoral theology at Pittsburgh Seminary tells the story of taking care of his own father just before his death from Cancer.

[Tell the Story – Jimmy Purves]

[Tell the Story of SCHP Corporal  – killing someone by accident]


There are three simple things I want to share with regard to the compassion the father has for the son.


First:  The Father shows an amazing kind of love in granting the wish of his younger son.  Why?  Because the request amounted to a break in their relationship.  The young boy was cutting himself off from his family and his community.  By his own act he chose to become “lost” to live in the far country.  In spite of the son’s rejection of his fatherhood, the father chose to continue to be father to his son.  You see, the relationship was broken from the son’s side only.  If the father had reciprocally disowned his son then there would be not possibility of reconciliation.  So the first lesson regarding the compassion of the father is that the way he made this heartbreaking decision lays the very foundation of the possibility of the son’s return.  The father literally took the son’s rejection into himself…..and I would say, short of the death of his child, there is no suffering quite like that.  The son’s return and restoration is predicated precisely on the father’s willingness to continue to suffer for his son.


Not long after Ellen and I were installed as two young associates on the staff of the Eastminster Church in Columbia, I got a call to assist a family in the church.  It involved the relationship between the parents and the son.  This son, who was approximately my age, had moved from SC to California….about as far away from home as he could.  The mother and father could not articulate to me why the son had cut off all communication, all access to grandchildren….a complete and total rejection.  Without telling you the details.  I want you to know that as the father is dying, the relationship is restored.  I can tell you it only happened by the grace of God and because the parents left the door open, continuing to communicate, continuing to express their love and continuing to watch and pray for the return of their son.


Second: Take note of the father’s compassion in how he acted when his son came home.  What was his right according to Jewish Law?  It was his right to close the gate, to slide the bolt, to stand inside the house looking out the peep hole saying “Who……I know no one by that name.”  But he doesn’t do that.  He refuses to stand on his rights.  Instead, he showed the depth of his love for his son by offering to restore the relationship from his side.  


He who had done no wrong became the one who bore the cost of reconciliation. (repeat)  By his actions he literally makes reconciliation possible…….only the Father could heal what the son had broken.  The father must have seen him coming from a long way off and he knew intuitively that to get home he would have to run a gauntlet through the village.  Scholars tell us that in Jewish culture, it was degrading/humiliating for an adult male to run in public.  But the father jumps up and runs toward the son, running the gauntlet for him.  Friends, the evangelist is saying something about God.  


God, in the person of Christ, comes out and down to meet us, humiliating himself in the process…and by this action the father shows the whole community that he has forgiven his son.  This is a story about a farther suffering because of the sin of his son.  This is one reason why scholars down through the ages have said this story is a summary of the Gospel.  By this father running to welcome home the one who was lost…….Jesus is saying, this is what I am about…….I represent the heavenly Father running out to meet his children, whom he loves and longs to have back home.


Third:  The second half of the parable focuses on the father and the older son.  In these verses we find the same theological themes we found in the first half…the only thing is, now they are all negative.  Surely the father’s response to the older son come out of a wounded and suffering heart.  Just as he left the house and went out to meet the younger son, he now leaves the house in a visible demonstration of unexpected love offered in humiliation.  He says, “Son, you will always be with me, and everything I have is yours….you know that….…just come in the house and celebrate with us. I thought your brother was dead, that I would never see him, touch him, hold him ever again…but Praise God, he is alive and he is home….come and join us.”  Yet here, the compassion of the Father is resisted.  

If you were the Pharisee sitting listening to Jesus tell this story, there would be no way to avoid the conclusion that you are the older brother.


A better name for this parable would be the Parable of the Compassionate Father.  What does it teach us about Compassion?  Our most basic definition of compassion is “suffering with another person.”  But this parable seems to move us deeper…..it means not only suffering with another, but suffering for another person.  In compassion, as Jesus understood it and taught it in this parable, one can carry the sin and suffering of others in such a way that they may be restored to wholeness precisely because their sin and suffering are borne……..the greatest and most perfect example is done by Jesus on the Cross.


Our compassionate love and solidarity becomes a kind of redemptive solidarity…..an entry into another’s lostness, displacement and separation.  And friends, because the journey of the compassionate one into the far country of another’s lostness……through this kind of compassion and suffering……the possibility, the amazing possibility exists which can bring that other home.

SUMMARY


At the end of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln was asked how he was going to treat the rebellious southerners when they had finally been defeated and returned to the Union of the United States.  Of course, the questioner expected that Lincoln would take vengeance on the South and punish the southerners…..Lincoln simply said: “I will treat them as if they had never been away.”


Friends, this is indeed a Gospel of Compassion.  God, in the person of Jesus comes out to us, offering irresistible grace, offering to heal our fractured relationship from his side, welcoming us back  home and treating us as if we had never been away. 


Let me close with this story.  When I first met Andrew Purves he told me about a conversation he had with some Southern Presbyterians.  He discovered there were two places about which Southern Presbyterians would talk in hushed and reverent tones.  One of the them, of course, was Montreat……but the other one was…..Pawley’s Island.  Living in SC for the last 20 years I have come to love the beauty, the history and the people  of Georgetown County.  One of the things which happens in my work as a Chaplain is I will often receive calls from the DNR regarding boating accidents where persons are missing and feared drowned.

[tell The Story]


I would propose that is a simple and yet profound understanding of the Compassion of God.  I believe it is true that God does love us in a deep and mysterious way.  The depth of love that this mother had for her child…..is only a glimpse of the love that God has for us.  And whatever it is we face in this life, the knowledge of that Love is what will get us through.

Let us pray.
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