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What a joyous moment! From death to life, from being lost to being found, and that is what the thought is tonight. I’m calling this Lost and Found. I told you last week that I got to choose two parables so last week I chose the one with the talents. This week, if there is a parable that captures the flavor of the kingdom, if there is one parable that expresses the heart of God, if there is one parable that gives me hope, this is it. There are a trio of stories in Luke 15 and they are all about things lost. One is about the lost sheep where the fellow has a hundred sheep and he loses one and he goes out to find it. Then there is the woman who has the lost coin. This parable is about the lost boy. Some people call it the story of the prodigal son. Some people call it the story of the gracious father but here is the principle, if you lose something valuable, you never stop looking. If you lose something valuable, you never stop looking. 
I think I was seven or eight years old living in Southern California. My dad was still overseas and my mom and my sister and I went to a county fair and I was just a little guy and they have everything at county fairs, Ferris wheels, cattle, horse races and they have pigs. I heard there were pigs over there and I just wandered over there. I had gotten an Eskimo Pie and I was licking it and eating it and I got back over to the big building and I was looking for them and I couldn’t find them and I started crying. So I was standing there lost with ice cream dripping off my elbows. So they called my name over the speakers and my mom came and I was found and I was ok. But the feeling of lostness is a terrible feeling. To be so disoriented you don’t know where you are and don’t know if you can ever get back to the friends or the family or the relationships. 
One of the reasons this is called the prodigal son, we tend to think of prodigal as a wanderer but that is not what prodigal means. I means fouled up. He fouled up not just a little but big time! So that’s where prodigal comes from. I like the title The Gracious Father because it is more about the father than it is about the son. So here it is. Luke 15:11-32

Jesus is talking in a context where He has been criticized because He likes sinners. He likes people who have blown it. I like it that He likes sinners because that means He likes me!

11 Then He said: “A certain man had two sons. 12 And the younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the portion of goods that falls to me.’ So he divided to them his livelihood. 13 And not many days after, the younger son gathered all together, journeyed to a far country, and there wasted his possessions with prodigal living. 14 But when he had spent all, there arose a severe famine in that land, and he began to be in want. 15 Then he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country, and he sent him into his fields to feed swine. 16 And he would gladly have filled his stomach with the pods that the swine ate, and no one gave him anything.
17 “But when he came to himself, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! 18 I will arise and go to my father, and will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you, 19 and I am no longer worthy to be called your son. Make me like one of your hired servants.”’

20 “And he arose and came to his father. But when he was still a great way off, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him. 21 And the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight, and am no longer worthy to be called your son.’

22 “But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and sandals on his feet. 23 And bring the fatted calf here and kill it, and let us eat and be merry; 24 for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.’ And they began to be merry.

25 “Now his older son was in the field. And as he came and drew near to the house, he heard music and dancing. 26 So he called one of the servants and asked what these things meant. 27 And he said to him, ‘Your brother has come, and because he has received him safe and sound, your father has killed the fatted calf.’

28 “But he was angry and would not go in. Therefore his father came out and pleaded with him. 29 So he answered and said to his father, ‘Lo, these many years I have been serving you; I never transgressed your commandment at any time; and yet you never gave me a young goat, that I might make merry with my friends. 30 But as soon as this son of yours came, who has devoured your livelihood with harlots, you killed the fatted calf for him.’

31 “And he said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. 32 It was right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead and is alive again, and was lost and is found.’”

This is the quintessential short story. The story line is great. The characters are great. It has sharp drama. It has arrogance and passion and depression and father son stuff and sibling rivalry. He goes from eating pig slop to humble pie. It has anger and jealousy and restoration and it has a party at the end. This parable is unique to Luke. It is pretty clear that the father is God and the elder brother are the self-righteous religious leaders, but the parent child part of this is touching. 
It is Jesus’ final defense of the offer of good news in the face of criticism that He associates with sinners. So He defends Himself only by telling this story. 

First of all, this story is unbelievable. I mean it is unbelievable. If you are a listener in the Middle Eastern culture, you can’t believe this story because this isn’t the way life works there and then. It is unfathomable. You literally couldn’t believe what He is saying about this father. You could believe what He is saying about the son because that happens all the time. The parable opens with the younger son asking for his share of the estate. He was probably a teen-ager. It’s interesting the phrase in the original language for inheritance means that life. He wants a portion of what his father’s life will leave him. In this context, the older son would get two-thirds and the younger son would get one-third. In Jewish thinking, in their writings, you would never divide the estate early. You wouldn’t do it. Here’s how they wrote it: To son or to wife, to brother or friend, give no power over yourself while you live. Give not your goods to another so as to ask for them again.
But this is essentially what the younger son is saying. He is saying, Dad, drop dead. I wish you were dead so I could have my part of your life. The father in that case would backhand the son with his left hand literally and send his out of the house. He would be done because the shame of it was so huge, that’s why the listeners wouldn’t believe it. But in this parable, the father says ok, here’s your third.

Point two is that selfishness, which the kid has like on steroids, selfishness ends in the unimaginable. The story may be unbelievable but selfishness takes us to places that are unimaginable. This story pictures God the Father letting us sinners go our own way. We say we want to do in our way. We had four kids under the age of seven. That’s always interesting at the dinner table! I’ll never forget, one of the little ones wanted to pour the lemonade and Mom said, ‘Let me help you with that,’ and he said, ‘Do it myself!’ And of course the lemonade went everywhere. This is that picture. I’ll do it myself and the father says ok, do it yourself. So the father watches the son depart. Left to his own devices, the son loses everything. He blew it! He squandered it. The text said he scattered his resources. He threw his money away. Following his financial failure comes natural disaster. They have a huge drought where he is and he ends up as Jewish boy working for a Gentile guy in a strange land sloppy pigs. It doesn’t get any worse than that. Though he is employed, he is so hungry that he wants to eat the slop he is feeding the pigs. In essence, he is saying even unclean animals are better off than he is. He is that low.
The son reflects on his condition and says that he came to himself. The Middle Eastern view of this would be, that is not repentance. It is not turning 180 degrees and saying I’m going that way. But he thickened his skin and said, I haven’t been too smart up to this point but let me see what smartness is. If I go home to my dad and say I don’t expect to be taken back into the family but if I could just work for you as a slave it would be better than working for these others, so I’m going to get up and go to my father’s house and humble myself. So it was a plan. Coming to himself means that he creates a plan. I can do this. So he devised his plan to go to his dad and say, father, I have sinned against heaven and I have offended God and I have offended you and I am no longer worthy to be called your son, make me like of your hired men. As I mentioned a little earlier, he turned from eating pig slop to eating humble pie. 

As sinners, as a person like me who has crossed the line, I totally depended on the Father’s mercy. I can claim no blessing. I am totally dependent on him.

Point three, grace that runs if unstoppable. This story is unbelievable. Selfishness takes us to the unimaginable. The grace that runs is unstoppable. So the son comes home and the father’s reaction says it all. While the boy was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion and he ran to his son and threw his arms around him and kissed him. Now, we need to understand that an elder in the village, a respected father would never ever in a million years do this. He has been shamed in front of the whole village. He would never initiate and go to the son. For sure, he would never pick up his skirts, if you will, and start running. I love this image of the old man, now I’m not really an old man, I’m just maturing, but I get up in the mornings and stuff hurts, like ankles and knees and it’s not like there was a football injury, it’s just old. And to see the father’s feet start to move a little faster and then he picks up speed and then it says he literally drapes his arms around his son’s neck and kisses him, which is the tradition. Dad know that the real problem is not the money. Dad knows the real problem is a broken heart and the loss of the relationship.

I live in Colorado. The former mayor of Denver, John Hickenlooper, who has now been the governor for the last seven years, when he was in Denver, a friend, a brother of ours in the Lord, went to him and encouraged him to think about somehow caring for the homeless. Homelessness is a big problem across the United States. I was in a meeting where I was speaking and Governor Hickenlooper was there and he had this great phrase, “People are not homeless because they have run out of money, they are homeless because they have run out of relationships.” People are not homeless because they have run out of money, they are homeless because they have run out of relationships. 
This is a story about a kid who, by his own choice, wanting to do it his way, has run out of relationships. The practicality of this is that the boy has shamed the whole village and if the villagers get there before the father does, they will kill him. And the role of the father who has been shamed is to kill him. That was the honor code but he doesn’t do it. He throws his arms around the boy and the boy tells him his plan of being the father’s slave. But the dad says stop, you made your decisions and they didn’t work, now this is my call. Bring the sandals and put them on his feet to show that he is not a slave. Bring the robe to show that he is part of us. And bring the signet ring, the one that back in the day when they created contracts they rolled the signet ring in wax and it carries all the authority of the family, put it on him. The boy tried to say Dad you don’t understand. And the dad said no you don’t understand. What you don’t understand is my heart. What you don’t understand is what it means to me to have you home. Do you understand I thought about you every day? And here you are and I’m so glad! We are going to celebrate. This is how it is going to work, you went on your terms but you come back on mine.

So they bring the sandals and the ring and the robe and killed the fatted calf. The fatted calf was a sacred thing. It was saved for special days like the Day of Atonement. Well that’s what this is. This is the Day of Atonement. This is real repentance. The son has come from destitution to complete restoration. This is what God’s grace does. It is amazing!

The elder son has been laboring out in the field and he missed all the action. He comes home and hears music and he asked a servant what is going on and the servant told him his brother was home and they were having a party. And he was ticked! Everybody else was having a great time and he was mad as a hornet. The brother who had been on the outside is now on the inside and the guy on the inside is now on the outside. And the father’s compassion comes forward again. He goes out to the older brother and tried to calm him down but he doesn’t want to be calmed down. What parent hasn’t heard one sibling say about the other sibling, that’s not fair! I might have even said that once. The older brother’s problem is his self-righteous and his self-focus and self-absorbed emphasis. There is no joy in him. This is like that passage that John records in John 9 where this blind guy who has been blind for all his life and he is healed but he was healed on the Sabbath and according to the religious guys, you weren’t supposed to do any work. But they didn’t realize that for Jesus, that was not work, that was reflex! 
The boy’s anger is so great but the father says we had to celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours was dead and now his is alive again. He was lost and now he is found. 

Justice here means that the son should be received back with joy and celebration. The party is the celebration of the success of the father for restoring his boy.

Two points. Repentance means an absolute reversal of status. The lost son with no status has become a family member again and the father’s acceptance is total.

Second, reconciliation involves not only God and the individual but also the individual and the community. This is the place where we have high fives in heaven. 
It is unbelievable, unimaginable selfishness and unstoppable grace. 

15 years ago, I brought a young man alongside to be an aide to me in DC. My role in DC, I didn’t have an official role or a big office or a big staff. I just had one guy and he was a driver, secretary, and colleague, got coffee, stuff like that. The young man’s name was Joel Schmidgall. It was the year after his own father died. Joel came on board with me and it was great fun. He drove this old car. His father used to get old cars with 300,000 miles on them and the suspension was not great. You would just wander across 395. At that time our daughter was a staffer for a Congressman and she had been hired by the Chief of Staff. The Chiefs of Staff run the hill. If you don’t get past the Chief of Staff, you don’t see the Congressman or the Senator or so forth. He was a retired Navy submarine captain named Charlie. He was about 6’1, stood tall with a shock of white hair and he was a poet. He would write the staffers poetry. He was like an uncle to the team. The Congressman was a believer. They traveled all over the world to horrendous places where there were bombs dropping and bullets flying and they would videotape the plight of refugees and bring the tapes back and try to get us to help and so forth. The Congressman was a great Jesus lover and Charlie loved the Congressman and was faithful in his tasks and would go into these horrific places with him but he didn’t get the Jesus part. One day they were in one of those horrific refugee camps where the rebels had come in and if you didn’t do what they said, they would cut off your hands or your feet. Charlie felt a pain in his hip. When he got back, he went to John Hopkins and they diagnosed it with a virulent form of cancer. Our daughter was just leaving for the Congressman’s office to go with a group called World Vision to Africa and so one this particular weekend she asked me to take her to see Charlie before she flew off. So we drove out in a snowstorm and we got to Charlie’s house and we were just going to stay 10 or 15 minutes and we ended up staying two hours because Charlie wanted to talk about God! We had a little prayer with him and Jenny hugged him and said she loved him and vice versa and as we left I asked Charlie if I could come see him again in a few days. He was waiting for his hip surgery. So Friday morning, I went back to see Charlie and the first thing he said to me when I walked in was, ‘Dick, I don’t think I can do this without God.’ He said, ‘What do I do?’ First of all, I said, ‘Why don’t you just give your whole life to Him?’ He said, ‘Ok.” I said, ‘Well, let’s pray.’ And he said, ‘How do you do that?’ If you have never done that, you don’t know how to do that. I said, ‘It is just like talking to me except you can’t see Him but you just talk to Him.’ He said, ‘I just have one question, I haven’t paid any attention to God for 64 years, if I come to Him now when I could be checking out, isn’t He going to be mad?’ I said, ‘Charlie, you have adult children, if one of them were estranged, if he or she had just wandered off and messed up the family name and years later, he or she called and asked if they could come home. How would you feel about that?’ He said, ‘I would love that!’ I said, ‘Well, if you as a frail and not perfect earthly father felt that, how much more would a heavenly Father who is way more forgiving than you are,’ He said, ‘Ok, let’s pray.’ So I told him I would say some phrases and he could follow me out loud. So I said, ‘God this is Charlie,’ and Charlie said, ‘God this is Charlie.’ And I was just getting ready to say the second phrase and Charlie just took off! He said, ‘God this is Charlie and I’ve really screwed stuff up here and I just want you to know that I want to give my whole life to you,’ and he dumped it all out in like 90 seconds and it threw me off because I had a good prayer ready! So he got done and he slid back in his chair and he didn’t even say Amen and we all know that it doesn’t work if you don’t say Amen! Then he turned to me and said, ‘Now what Dick?’ And all of sudden, he was the Navy captain ready for the mission. I said, ‘Mary, (his wife) has been praying for you for a lot of years Charlie, why don’t you tell her what you did.’ He said, ‘Mary! Come in here.’ Mary is a beautiful lady, she was a flight attendant. She came in and he said, ‘Mary, I have just given my whole life to God through Jesus Christ and I have embraced Him fully and willingly under no stress or duress from Dick.’  Mary liked that.
Joel and I went back to see Charlie almost every week. Charlie started having chemo and radiation every week and Joel would take that old waltzing Matilda car and take Charlie to the doctor for his treatments. By the end of that time, they wanted to adopt Joel. It was that real. It became clear that Charlie was on a sprint for the finish line. This was his time. I got an invitation from a friend of mine who was Commander in Chief Atlantic Fleet, his name was Vern Clark. They were going to do a change of command at Norfolk to make him in charge of whole Navy. And he asked if Ruth and I would like to come. So we went down and were sitting out on the deck of the Enterprise, a huge aircraft carrier and there were several hundred people and they do this thing where they do the Navy whistle and then they say, ‘Attention all hands!’ and then they name not the person but the entity who was coming aboard the ship. So it was Atlantic 2nd Fleet arriving. The band started playing and everyone snapped to attention. Then they said Atlantic Fleet arriving and then they said United States Navy arriving and the Secretary of the Navy came. I understand that on any naval vessel in the world when the President of the United States comes on board, they do that whistle and say, ‘Attention all hand,’ and then they say, ‘United States of America arriving.’ I had a flash that day sitting on the deck that when Jesus showed up as a baby at Bethlehem years ago, it was kingdom of God arriving. 

It was in June of that year, six months after he found out that he had this cancer that Charlie went home to Jesus. Joel and I went to the service at Arlington and it was full honors and when they handed the folded flag to Mary, she took the flag and I heard the fellow playing taps down at the tree line and I had another one of those flashes, that on that day in heaven, perhaps they said, ‘Attention all hands, Charles Evans Hughes White, United Stated Navy Captain, retired, child of God arriving.’
I once was lost but now am found. I was blind but now I see.

There was a guy on the Irish Sea that thought he was drowning in a storm when he was 23 years old. He knew about being lost. He was a slaver. His name was John Newton and he told God that he survived the storm he would follow Him. Later on, he wrote a song called Amazing Grace. You know the song

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me. 
I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see. 

There may be some of us tonight who have been away and lost and you would like to come home. Some of you may not be far away and some of you may have been gone so long you hardly know what home looks like. I will include you in this prayer. 
Father here we are. Thank You for this moment in time. Help us realize, those who have been lost and want to come home, the Father is coming over the hill and He is running. Grace that runs unstoppable. Help us to know the joy of his arms around us, the kiss on our cheeks, the tears on our shoulder and the call for the sandals and the robe and the right and the party starts. These friends say Lord here I am, I am not worthy to be your child, we hear Him say, guess again. Thank You Father for this moment and your grace. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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