JOURNEY INTO SIN

March 18, 2007

Psalm 32 and  Luke 11: 15-32
This morning our Old and New Testament texts seem to be connected in interesting ways.  In fact it seems as if the prodigal is very much aware of the circumstances of the psalmist.  With our Bibles open, as we compare their lives we find similarities quite profound.  Indeed, it seems as if the Prodigal is simply following the script laid out by the psalmist.

The script is the 32nd psalm, the one David prays after he has confessed and God has forgiven him for the Bathsheba incident; the incident where King David, spies a beautiful young woman in the neighborhood, sends for her, takes her and makes sure her husband is killed.  David, the shepherd king of Israel, purposefully, willfully and maybe even joyfully takes what is not his, plots a man’s murder, and boldly journeys into sin.

And the story of the prodigal son, in many ways, is exactly the same.  Here, in the pages of Luke we find the story of a boy who takes what is not his and requests the death of his father.  This seemingly regular child is so full of himself that, against all protocol, against all of the conventions of his day; he comes to his father and says, “Give me your bios, in other words just go ahead and die.  Our bibles translate it, give me my inheritance now!”  In effect the prodigal son says, “I am tired of living in these back water places, under your rule.  I am tired of being the second in command, second to an older brother who seems to do all things perfectly, who never complains or makes a mistake.  I am tired of hanging around these parts.  I intend to go and live my life and I plan to do so using your money.  So Father, give me what you OWE me and I will be out of your life.”

The younger son demands and is given an inheritance and this supposedly well raised, perfectly normal Jewish boy goes into town and runs amuck.  He, like the psalmist, purposefully, willfully and maybe even joyfully journeys boldly into sin. 

But somewhere along the way the prodigal, much like the psalmist, finds himself destitute and dried up, he finds that he has placed his life in a position of pain and punishment, and he becomes so helpless and hopeless that there is nothing to do but cry.  

In their stories both the prodigal and the psalmist cry out.  The prodigal cries out confessing that even his Father’s servants live better than he.  And the psalmist cries out that his very strength is drained, he is worn out from crying out all day long.  But, as they cry out, in what seems like a moment of reason and hope they choose another way.  In the briefest of movements both men come to themselves and each decides to return to the source of their sustenance.  Each decides to acknowledge their sins and to ask for forgiveness.   Both the psalmist and the prodigal are now willing to confess that they have messed up, confess they have sinned

The word confess, as it is used in the 32nd psalm, holds a provocative meaning.  For to confess as the psalmist and the prodigal are about to do requires one to make a move.  It requires that one extend the hand in an open position and to show literally what has previously been hidden.  This morning our psalmist says, when I did not confess, when I hid what was in my hand, I suffered all day long.  The prodigal is no different; when he refuses to confess, when he refuses to show his Father what is metaphorically in his hand and literally in his heart, he suffers in the pig pens of life.  

Yes, the similarities of their lives are quite profound.  Both the prodigal and the psalmist go through a process.  First each sins, the prodigal in riotous living; the psalmist by stealing another man’s wife.  Then they both sit in their sin for awhile, refusing to confess; the prodigal in a pig pen, David in his castle.  Each then endures the consequences of sin:  David suffers a deadly separation from his God and the prodigal does the same with his father.  But thanks be to God, neither the prodigal nor the psalmist stay in their sin; each confesses and each seeks forgiveness.  And because they do so they may serve as marvelous role models for you and for me.  

The psalmist and the prodigal have learned, and they can teach us, that sin is not the end if, that foolishness need not be fatal if, and that mistakes that seem mortal may be mended if, if the one who has sinned, will turn to God and extend hand and heart.  For when we come to God he stands waiting and willing to forgive, reconcile, and restore us to his heart.  My brothers and sisters, this is such good news.  For when you and I choose to live riotously, when we choose to cheat on our spouses, when we choose to murder our friends, when we choose to do the most awful things, the God we serve loves us enough to receive us, reconcile us and restore us.  Yes, that is good news! 

But before we leave for coffee hour, there is one more thing.  For most of us will not, like the psalmist, steal another person’s spouse.  Most of us, dare I say none of us; will spend our lives on dark streets chasing illegal gain or gold.  No, I do not expect to pick up the Herald tomorrow morning and find that the young people of Community Church, Jenny, Grace, Andrew, Eanan or Lauren have been wallowing in, shall we say the pig pens of life.  Neither do I anticipate that the evening news will report that the Reekie’s or the Alton’s have taken up the swinging lifestyle, riotous living or murdering friends.  

Though the psalmist and the prodigal have much to teach, their specific sins are most likely not our sins.  Yes, we may learn from their lives but because of the boldness of their sins we may miss the depth of the learning for it is all too easy to say, we are not like they.  But God’s word is so rich there is yet a lesson for those of us who sin in ways different from the prodigal or the psalmist and it is found in the life of the other brother, the one who is out standing in the field.  For there are sins into which we might slip, sins so sinister that they might take us over in precisely the ways they seized the elder brother.  In fact he presents for us a particular picture of what it looks like to journey into sin subtly.  

You and I, as we continue along our Lenten journey must be aware of subtle sins; sins that seem not like sin, sins that can be characterized as expected behavior; sins that meets the moral standards of the world but misses the mark of our master; sins that settles into our lives before we even notice.  

First, it might help us if we understood how the New Testament defines the word sin.  Each instance of the word “sin” in the New Testament derives from the Greek word ham-ar-tan'-o, which means, to miss the mark and the older brother has missed the mark in ways more instructive for us than either the prodigal or the psalmist.   Our clock this morning will allow us to consider three of the ways the prodigal’s elder brother missed the mark. 

HIS HEART WAS HARD

Listen to the sound of the elder brother’s voice.  That son of yours wasted all of your property on prostitutes and when he comes home you throw him a party.  Here is how the elder brother first misses the mark, his heart is hard.  It’s made hard because he will not forgive his brother for being wild or his father for being loving.  It’s made hard because he is afraid that there is not enough of his father’s love to go around.  And it has grown hard because his life has not been fair and he demands that he get his fair share.  

The elder brother’s subtle sin is that his heart is hard.  Sometimes you and I have hearts that are hard.  Someone who has wronged us rises to a place of power or just simply gets away with “it” and we become angry and bitter.  Someone who does not deserve to be rewarded is given more than their due and we are disgruntled and vengeful.  Our hearts are hard because like the elder brother we cannot forgive, and life is not fair.  When our hearts are hard, unlike the elder brother, we must rely on God to soften them, for we cannot do it of ourselves.  When our hearts are made hard by another’s wrongful acts we must give God permission to change us, rearrange us so that we might be able to say, though you have treated me poorly, I will turn you over to God and retain the joy of my day, for you cannot take what God has for me.  Though I have been wronged, I will not bear the weight of un-forgiveness; instead I will ask God to help me forgive you as he has forgiven me.  Unlike the elder brother we must ask God for hearts of flesh in place of hearts made into stone by life’s circumstances.  The elder brother misses the mark because he will not do so.

HIS MIND WAS CLOSED

The second way the prodigal’s big brother misses the mark is his mind is closed and no new information can change it.  By the time his father reaches him in the field he has chosen to be angry, chosen to stand his ground.    He will not hear his Father say, “All that I have is yours.”  He will not hear his father’s side of the story.  He will not admit that there may be another side to the story.  Like the elder brother we miss the mark when we come to conclusions without the benefit of consultation with those who have another side of the story.  You and I miss the mark when we allow our vantage point to be the one and only source of data and all other details do not matter.  The elder brother lives in a complex context of questions and answers but he will not admit to the benefit of anyone else’s opinion before he forms what is for him the only way the story may end.  We miss the mark when with arrogance we have no doubts, when with over confidence we will not listen to another point of view, when with when self importance the only truth we know comes wrapped up in our experience and our exposure.  This was the second way the elder brother missed the mark.

HE KEPT HIS DISTANCE 

And the third way our dear brother misses the mark is he keeps his distance from those he holds dear.  His little brother is in the house, all of the family is preparing for a party and there he stands out in the field.  His father comes to him but he will not call his Father, father, he will not call his brother, brother.  He speaks with all the emotional distance of one who does not care and can not be reached.  Oh my brothers and sisters, when a hard heart creates a chasm of hate, when a closed mind forms a gulf of separation it is inevitable that we will miss the mark.  For our God and our savior calls us to come close to those from whom we are separated, to come close and to reestablish bonds of peace.  God invites us to span distances with grace and to cover divided territories with forgiveness.  We, as brothers and sisters of Jesus, are given to the world to be brokers of healing and bearers of love, love that will bring repair.  The elder brother’s distance ensures that he will not mend the tear in his relationship with his brother.  His steadfast location in the field means that his father will return to the party without him.  This elder brother misses the mark of relationship, and he loses out on the love and the possibility of reunion because, as the parable ends, he keeps his distance standing out in the field.  

CLOSING

This morning you and I may not be like the psalmist or the prodigal, we may not sin as boldly as did they; but if like the elder brother our hearts are hard, if our minds are closed, and if the distance between us and those in our lives has been kept, then we like the elder brother miss the mark.  Even if the world claims our actions are proper correctives to the unfair treatment of this life, our God still speaks and says not so.  He says my grace is still sufficient to soften even hearts that are hard, my word still an opening for minds too quickly closed and my love still a bridge spanning distances and dangers wider and deeper than time.     


This morning, as we journey through this season of Lent; as we consider the truth of Paul’s assertion that each of us have sinned and come short of the glory of God; as we consider the things that cause each of us to miss the mark; we like the prodigal son and the psalmist must go through a process.  Here is the process I would offer you and me.  Please bow your head and close your eyes.  Let us think about the ways we have missed the mark that God has set for us.  Let us place those things, symbolically in our hands, then with every eye closed, whether symbolically or in fact, let us open our hands so that God might see what is in our hands . .  and let us pray:

Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy on us.  Lamb of God we hold our hands in symbolic position that you might see our sins.  We hold them out in an act of confession before you.  See what we have done, are doing, to miss your mark, the mark of love and holiness you have set before us.  See us individually and collectively, see what we hold in our hands and in our hearts.  Forgive and pardon us so that like the psalmist we may say, happy are those whose transgressions are forgiven and to whom no sin is accounted.  And God if there is one who yet keeps hidden what should be made known, speak to them of your grace, your hope and your love that they too may release what holds them, and grant it that they and we may be welcomed by you into full pardon and sweet restoration and maybe able to journey less and less into the territory of sin.  In your name we pray. 
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