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Our New Testament lesson this morning comes to us fnergaspel of Luke 15:11-33.
The Pharisees and high priests had been challengingalests/ he eats with sinners.
And in response, he offers this reply.

"Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two simesyounger of them said to his
father, ‘Father, give me the share of the properdy will belong to me.” So he divided
his property between them. A few days later the yousgemathered all he had and
traveled to a distant country, and there he squandergddmerty in dissolute living.
When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place tbrdgughat country, and
he began to be in need. So he went and hired himseth onetof the citizens of that
country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pige wduld gladly have filled himself
with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no onelgavanything. But when he
came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hiradds have bread enough and
to spare, but here | am dying of hunger! | will get up antbgay father, and | will say
to him, “Father, | have sinned against heaven and beford gmuno longer worthy to
be called your son; treat me like one of your hired h&n@&o he set off and went to his
father.

But while he was still far off, his father saw him anaswilled with compassion; he ran
and put his arms around him and kissed him. Then the sotodaid, ‘Father, | have
sinned against heaven and before you; | am no longer wortig/¢alled your son.” But
the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a rdbe best one- and put it on him;
put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And gdattesl calf and kill it, and let
us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead atiddsagain; he was lost and is
found!” And they began to celebrate. “Now his elder s@s in the field; and when he
came and approached the house, he heard music and dancinglletiere of the slaves
and asked what was going on. He replied, “Your brothectwa®, and your father has
killed the fatted calf, because he has got him backasafesound.’

Then he became angry and refused to go in. His fatimee out and began to plead with
him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all thgsars | have been working like a
slave for you, and | have never disobeyed your commgaatd/ou have never given me
even a young goat so that | might celebrate withmeynéls. But when this son of yours
came back, who has devoured your property with prostitybeskilled the fatted calf for
him!" Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are alwaith me, and all that is mine is
yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, becauséribiher of yours was dead and
has come to life; he was lost and has been found.”

On the first morning of our trip to Bayonnais a year ago,mission team awoke to a
room filled with a warm breeze and gauzy sunshine, theseahds of chickens clucking
and scratching around outside, a chorus of male voicesigitigiw great thou art’ in
Creole that wafted in from the church where theyfizad next door, and a distinct sense
of relief that we had arrived in one piece after #reing 3- hour ride up the

mountainside in the pitch black and the rain the nigfdrbe a ride so abrasive, in fact,
that our sturdy driver had dislocated his shoulder tryinganeuver and wrestle the
Mecklenburg County school bus we were on out of the cawsrruts. A bus, | might



add that looks like it came to Haiti straight out of &Hmut that was actually bought and
donated by a few churches including ours 3 years ago and thahaleg that same
grueling round trip twice a day shuttling the teachers of OR@Bstries back and forth
to the school from their homes in Gonnaive at the bage mountain- a city you may
recall seeing all over the news after the most rdwemicane- flooded with water, mud,
crops, homes, and worse all washed down from Bayonnais.

After breakfast and morning devotion, we took a walk toogeinted to the area and
immediately were flooded with images that tend to stitk wou forever. Wading
through a sea of tiny schoolchildren who crowded arounid allightly colored OFCB
uniforms we were greeted with curious stares and hystéaioglhter as they marveled at
our hands and pushed back the sleeves of a few of ourtshaes if the white does in
fact go all the way up. A little kid led a pet goatward on a string along the “road”
outside the school and naked, barefoot children fronatiger community with stomachs
distended by malnutrition shrieked and ran around us, gtaprat us with these huge
brown eyes that looked so deep and dark and beautifulontiearned that dehydration
depletes the fluid in the eye sockets causing them gelaut like that. Donkeys
carrying loads of grain and wood strolled by just ahead afkbepers. And a stick-thin
woman with a few paltry items of food spread out ditezket offered what looked like
pottery saucers for a tea set, but were the now infamoidscookies- sifted dirt mixed
with a little bit of shortening and sold to Haitians whe Bterally dying to have anything
in their stomach at all.

Just back from the side of the road a woman with a stafkdoroom in her hand walked
out of what is the Bayonnais version of a pretty debense- a mud and rock structure
about 1/3 the size of this pulpit area with a grass tlmifmay house as many as 9-13
people. She looked up, gave us a radiant smile and a wavbegan to sweep her
doorstep- though she didn't have a door and there wagpodastly dirt. She was just-
sweeping dirt. Which seemed in that place at that mbtodre the greatest exercise in
futility that | had ever seen. “Do you think that youngethere makes any difference?”
Someone had authentically asked me about our churcht®nship in Haiti before we
had left. And | have to say that in that moment whdedt locked in the vastness and
futility of it all, I really didn’t know the answer tthat question.

The statistics about Haiti are sobering to say the.leldaiti has just under a million more
citizens than we do here in North Carolina but theassDomestic Product of $12
billion is about 30 times less than that of our statd,%8 times less than the first round
of bank bailouts. Americans spent twice the amouthefGDP of Haiti on ice cream
last year, to give you some perspective. 1900 miles offt@ast is this the poorest
country in the western hemisphere. Where in Baysnnaidid not meet a child who had
not lost a parent or a parent who had not lost a ahitdhildbirth or diarrhea or the flu, all
simple things but deadly when coupled with malnourishmeti, tive average lifespan
being 57 years old. One third of all of Haiti’s childrea defore they reach their fifth
birthday, and half of the population earns less than $60/year

Actionnel, the pastor and principle at OFCB made thencent that giving the
government of Haiti in Port au Prince internationdliailike sending fire to watch over



gasoline, so thorough is the corruption that all aidrssamed before it reaches the
people and that much at least seems to be pretty obvionguagains of garbage blanket
the streets of the cities and the people’s faces atigare gaunt with the effects of
generational starvation. Actionnel recalls the stdrigow he wept the first time that he
came to visit America when he learned that there werle things as veterinarians.
“They have doctors for dogs in this country, and theeenat enough doctors for children
in Haiti” he will tell you. If you attended our Sundayh®ol class this past hour in
Fellowship Hall you may have seen a clip of a video ¢dlbatguest teacher and former
Stapleton/Davidson intern Peter Daniel made who is neangd in hopes of working in
Bayonnais that shows him standing in a room of Haitdlgrinning ear to ear as the
shot pans to a smiling mother and baby that had been lmments prior. But what |
remember of that video the first time | saw it and canted on the baby was Peter
looking down at his hands and dropping his voice, and sayieg, e almost lost mom
that night. She just didn’t have enough strength to pushir thaugh her husband hadn’t
eaten anything for days on end during the weeks of her pregsarthat she could have
what drabs of sustenance he was able to provide- gadeanfuls of peanut butter a day
that ultimately saved her life.

But once the initial shock and awe of the poverty ofiHaitthe Yucatan- or Russia in its
own way even for that matter sinks in for our misgeaims, invariably another question
arises. | say, ‘invariably’ because there is a comdenmominator among our ministry
partners around the globe that mission groups invariabkyypmn and that then
functions like the pea under the mattress of the psgipessibly for the rest of their lives
and | know for mine and that is the joy. The commorod@nator among the working
poor in the church in Russia and the poor in the Yucatdrlee dirt poor in Haiti is their
deep, effusive, indefatigable faith and hope and joy in thd.L&nd the source of
discomfort for us comes because we cannot begin to wadeérs. It just doesn’t add up,
especially when it feels, right or wrong, like we h&adf the cares and yet twice the
constraints on our faith. Here we are with everygtihmat we could possibly need for our
lives- food, shelter, our families, our health, our camities, our considerable assets
relative to the rest of the world even in the tougbé&hancial times and our faith
waivers like a reed in the wind. And yet there they arith no objective data to support
any confidence in the future whatsoever, and yet th@gireunwavering in their
commitment, tenacious in their hope, and filled withpdjesy.

And so we find ourselves wondering, how is it that thép\wave nothing seem to feel so
close to the Lord, and yet we who have everything so ¢l so far away? We
stammer for an explanation- is it that they haveefedistractions with less stuff and so
are freed up to think about God more? Do they have sirtiydsrdue to more basic
needs? Do they just have no other choice? But such sioggestinimize our brothers
and sisters in faith- conjuring up images of the happy poaonanticizing the lives of
people in poverty so that we are then let off the Hookheir suffering and need. So
what is happening- really?



In his book, The Return of the Prodigal $arenri Nouwen gives an introspective and
in-depth exegesis of our text for today- a text he bedcaterested in when he first laid
eyes on a detail of Rembrandt’s depiction of the panaldepainting of the same name.
Our Russia mission team actually saw the paintingartiarmitage in St. Petersburg this
summer and it is easy to see why it caught the imagmand heart of this pastor and
theologian. Roughly life size, Rembrandt’s depictioovgha young, frail man wearing a
threadbare and torn tunic and kneeling at the feet of terfafThe young man is
emaciated- a sandal has fallen off in his collapgeo®Rrg a lacerated foot while the
remaining sandal sags. His hair is dull- so thin thia&sdt fallen out in patches leaving
him almost completely bald. He wears a saber sintolavhat would be given a growing
boy- a relic of his former life at home. His fac@lyopartially visible buried in his dad’s
chest, is like that of a child in the womb. But thée kneels in the arms of the father-
whose face is down- turned and deeply reflective. thiasface of one who, Nouwen
suggests, “Has cried many tears and died many deathsch Aed cloak is draped over
his shoulders- a symbol of his wealth and status- neasigloping the boy. His large
and weathered hands lay across his son’s boney shouldes,diatting him tightly.

And from some unseen source within them there emanatas lght that illumines their
embrace. Though they are off to the left of the pagnthere is no doubt they are the
center of the scene.

In the middle of the painting there is only darknes#$ witadowy figures in the recesses
of the space. But there on the right side of the wdrkheaedge of the piece and at a
distance from that illuminating embrace stands the ddgher. He too is draped in red.
But he is standing stiffly upright, his hands tightly chitg a staff also symbolic of his
kinship to this home. His brow is furrowed. His gazense and fixed. Suddenly it is
clear why that dark space is at the center- it is adenas Nouwen says, asking for
resolution. A vast distance between homecoming andrfattteeldest son, and the
viewer is left wondering if that chasm between thenh evier be crossed.

The prodigal, asking for his inheritance- dealing the insslientially, of wishing his
father for dead, takes his portion of the estate andlathe text says, to a distant
country. Where he squanders all that he has and is hilefdtir dead. He is reduced to
nothing, he has nothing. And then he ‘came to himselfraatized that his future was
nothing apart from his father and so he returns. Hmefain the meantime, has been
scanning the horizon each morning for years. And wherfithae he had so longed to
see finally materialized in the distance the fatherrdm@interest in apologies, has no
concern for all that has transpired between themsdmnsis home and he is safe and that
is all that matters. The one who once was dead tdhasrtome back to life. And as the
father rushes out to meet the young man, his son caodldgegere him, is covered with
kisses and grateful tears, and there in that embirade Wwhat he had gone off to a distant
country searching for- that which had been there all aldrggassurance that he is truly
loved. And that love provides all that he could evedr@ehope for in life, regardless of
what life may bring.

! Nouwen, Henry. The Return of the Prodigal Son: AystbtHomecoming (Doubleday Publishing) 1994.



The elder son, on the other hand, does not share hes’sagimthusiasm over his brother’s
return. His bitterness and perplexity and suspiciaar avove that is given without
prerequisites because it is so unlike his own is deeubedas need is also great. He
has everything in his father’s house but he wants mordsfie complaint, Nouwen
suggests, of one who feels as though they never reteivadue from life or from God.

“I have been working like a slave for you,” he says.ndA/ou haven't given me so much
as a goat.” And at this point we see that the elderssewvery bit as wayward as his
brother for he too has missed the blessing that hadrlggerbefore him all along. “Son
you are always with me,” the father says. “Andladit | have is yours.” It is hard to say
whose suffering is worse- the one who is starved anddiiing but realizes the need to
turn back toward home, or the one who shares imalbtessings of his fathers house, but
cannot allow himself to ever be satisfied and therefarmot fully receive the love that
the father has always and only freely given.

This story is for the Pharisees, of course. Stanaeigwere with all of their certainty
and judgment just outside of God’s love that they could megtesp nor give. But
standing on the edge of the radical poverty of the &#tand yet seeing their delight in
the Lord, the ease with which they receive God’s enghrace cannot help but feel like
we are filling the shoes of the elder son in this sdentre point of the parables of Jesus
being, of course, that his listeners find their own pladée story. We cannot mask our
astonishment that the objective data before us doesippbd any case for their
commitment of faith, the cause for their hope, orfthak expression of their love and
yet the Haitians and all of our partners in the farduad the globe who are bearing up
under poverty and persecution seem to live it so easihd the warmth of the light of
faith that is emitted from them causes us to seehpsstmuch we live our life in the
shadows. Despite the fact that our Father’s lovees before us. Despite the fact that
we have all that we could ever possibly need, the dismbrmdmes from the sad
realization that their material poverty illumines apiritual deficits. And when that
happens we cannot help but wonder if our affluence and osug@rism has
conditioned us so well to their ways that the vitadfyur faith has become dependent
upon our ability to have it our way and to have enough. lehvwtase it will never

thrive.

“I have worked like a slave for you, ” the elder brotkays. To which the father replies-
‘But all that | have is yours. We have to celebratdas hard to say whose suffering is
worse- the one who is starved and has nothing but esale need to turn back toward
home, or the one who shares in all the blessings datiiers house, but cannot allow
himself to ever be fully satisfied. Who stands amadigtndance and still manages to feel
depleted- a soul thirsting for the Lord as in a dry andrwéand where there is no water.

We are all on a journey, homeward bound as it werguabmoving ever closer to our
heavenly home after death, but toward our hearts true hothe arms of the Father.
And so perhaps the better question that is put before gi®bgl mission is not, ‘why are
they so joyful?’, but ‘are we also willing to fullyceive God’s love?' Because in order
for that question to be answered in the affirmativerelare a few things we first have to
accept about ourselves and the world around us and theelilead. Things that the



Haitians in their material poverty, in their familtg with death, in their deep hunger
know very well. That our life is not our own. Thair future is not in our hands. That
there is nothing good that comes our way that is not fema. And there is nothing
about our world that is even remotely certain. And samust live in trust- that deep
inner conviction that God is searching for us and will est until we are found. And we
must develop a discipline of gratitude that acknowledges @éaghwith whatever it
brings- as gift. This is how we can begin to recaodibur hearts to receive. This is the
first step toward finding that true joy in the Lord.

Perhaps this is one of the biggest lessons that globsibmibrings home- it is the
startling recognition of our common need for grace, anddalkzation that mission is a
mutual call. Regardless material circumstances weale commissioned- Haitians and
Americans alike- with the call to help the other comkrtow what it means to be a
beloved child of God. And in this we see the ultimatal gbour journey. Not that we
come to realize that we are elder son or prodigal. et €hat we receive the embrace
of the father as those who are his beloved. Butibkadllow ourselves to be so shaped
by the daily conditioning of being the beloved that we bextra father ourselves.

That we risk opening ourselves up to the pain and immensity® that we cannot help
then but scan the horizon in search of an opportumipptir it out, that we open our arms
wide to the world and choose to see it only through the @yesmpassion. And live in
such a way that all the world comes to know that &svbd children of God, they are
always welcome in his home too.

We do not have to go to a distant country to undergo thmsforamation ourselves- but if
you do go to Haiti you will encounter God’s love thergrtks to the work of love that
has already begun in the life of this church and th&dtia that are together not just
sweeping dirt with our efforts, but really are makindjfeerence by propelling one
another into the arms of God and reflecting for eablrabis compassion and love.

A love that is inviting you loosen your grip, come in frdme shadows, to open your
hearts, to close the gap between yourself and the eelaiad to join the celebration that
has already begun, deep in your heart that is God’s home

Let us pray. Holy god, we praise you that you offerwiadi waters to quench the thirst
of our hearts for you. And we give you praise that yandever ready to receive us.
Open our hearts that we might find rest in you, and &@red to share the good news of
the love that we find in your embrace with the world.rotigh Christ our Lord we pray.
Amen.



