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Father’s Day 2010 and the first word is a word of gratitude, as is the first word on every Sunday we come to worship. On this Sunday especially, however, the word is gratitude for a heavenly Father who loves us. We do not need to apologize for calling God Father; that is not the politically correct thing to do, but we can be grateful for images of God as Father. We can be grateful if our fathers loved us, and because of our father’s love we understand something of God’s love. We can be grateful if our fathers did not love us maybe as we wanted them to love us or needed them to love us. So we can be glad for God as an image of a father loves us in place of the love we did not receive from our earthly fathers. 

Today is a day to honor fathers and father figures.  I thought about the word “Father Figure” as I thought about the variety of fathers that we have; short, tall, skinny, fat, muscular, ninety-eight pound weaklings, all kinds of father figures; most of them trying the best they can.  


This morning I’m going to ask the rest of you to join with me in expressing your appreciation to the fathers who are present here in worship. Will you do that now please? I appreciate you fathers who are present, who by your presence say to your children, “As much as I love you, there is One who loves you more than I,” then share that story of God’s love and live that story with your children.  
How many of you love your children? Raise your hand if you love your children.  Every father here raised his hand.  Now I’m not going to ask you to raise your hand in answer to this question, but I have another question for you fathers who are present.  If you love your children, how long has it been since you have said, “I love you” to your children?  
Some guys might think to themselves, “Well, I’ll let Mom take care of that part of it. She can tell the kids I love them whether they realize it or not.  I don’t need to say ‘I love you.’” Yes you do. We often say if Jesus needed to pray, we need to pray.  Jesus needed to say “I love you,” not to his own children but to his male friends, his disciples closest to him Remember, Jesus said, “As the Father has loved you so have I loved you.”  
We guys are a little uneasy about that.  Even if we shake hands with another man, most of us don’t want to hold on too long.  Certainly, if we hug another man, that hug is pretty brief.  We need to be able to say “I love you” to our own children.  If you can’t say “I love you,” out loud, write it down in a note or a letter.  
I’m big on notes and letters. Did you know that much of the New Testament is made up of letters?  After the first service this morning one father went out the door and said, “The best thing I ever did was write a letter to my two daughters to tell them how much I love them.”  Tell your children that you love them. If you don’t need to do it, they still might need to hear it from you. 


We can all learn a lesson about loving as God expects us to love from this beloved story from Luke’s gospel.  I read something recently in preparation for this sermon that I had never read before about this scripture.  I am always amazed at the new insights I receive from this scripture, and here is one. A young father was watching a little boy about a year or so old crawling on the carpet. He sat up in front of a floor-length mirror and watched his own reflection in the mirror.  At first he thought it was another child, but then every time he moved, the figure in the mirror moved. He raised his hand and figure in the mirror raised his hand. The child realized, “I’m looking at a reflection of myself.”  That’s what happens when we read this story. Suddenly it’s not just a story about a father with two sons, it is our story. We recognize ourselves. We recognize our families in this story.  

It is amazing to me all that happens in this story.  Last week I said, “If you can’t identify with both Simon the Pharisee and the women who came to anoint the feet of Jesus, you’re blind to your own needs.”  If you can’t identify with both the elder son and the younger son, you are blind to your own needs.  As much as we might like to portray that image, there are no perfect families.  We all need this kind of love in our families.  

My favorite author has written these words about our gospel lesson: 
“All sons, like all daughters, are prodigals if they’re smart.  Assuming the Old Man doesn’t run out on them first, they will run out on him if they are to survive, and if he’s smart he won’t put up too much of a fuss.  A wise father sees all this coming, and maybe that’s why he keeps his distance from the start.  He must survive too.  Whether the kids ever find their way home again, none can say for sure, but it’s the risk he must take if they’re ever to find their way at all.  In the meantime, the world tends to have a soft spot in its heart for lost children.  Lost fathers have to fend for themselves.”  
From Wishful Thinking, by Frederick Buechner

Did you hear the line, “Whether the kids ever find their way home again, none can say for sure, but it’s the risk he must take if they’re ever to find their way at all.”  The old English preacher, P. T. Forsyth puts it another way.  Forsyth said, “The only way to God is through the far country.”  In other words, it might be necessary to leave home, the safety of home, the love of home, even the love of God to find out how much we appreciate that love.

There is a lesson in here about no families being perfect families. The brilliant author, Pat Conroy, has written these words about families in one of his novels.  Conroy said, “In families there are no crimes beyond forgiveness.”  Think about that.  If you are here this morning and have had something horrible happen in your family, it might be one of those family secrets that no one ever mentions, remember Conroy’s words, “In families there are no crimes beyond forgiveness.”  


There is a lesson about home. If we need to find God by going to the far country the only way, perhaps the only way, to find God is to eventually come home, to look for our heavenly home.  

There is this lesson about God. When God chooses someone or something to die because of sin, God doesn’t choose a fatted calf. God chooses God’s own son to die.  That is the extent of Gods love for us. This is a God who will ultimately have his way with us no matter what. In our communion hymn this morning, we are going to sing these words “Oh Love that wilt not let me go.” God will have his way with us. God will not let go of us.  
There is something else about the end of the story.  Most biblical scholars say this parable is open-ended, the way all good parables are. We decide how the story ends just as the older brother decided whether or not he would go into the party.  We know how this story ends, don’t we?  Do you recognize those familiar words? The father says to the servants “My son was dead and he is alive again.”  Don’t you remember those words?  And the father says to the elder brother, who has said “This son of yours.” The father says “No, it’s not a son of mine. It’s a brother of yours. He was dead and is alive.” You recognize those words don’t you?   You remember those words. This is an Easter story about a son who was dead and is now alive. 

My favorite author was wrong. Lost fathers do not have to fend for themselves. Lost fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, and brothers and sisters can all depend on the love of a heavenly Father. As such, as prodigal sons and daughters of a loving, heavenly Father who is waiting for us to come home, we understand this story is not only good news, it is the best news any of us will ever hear.  
Amen 
