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Remembering What God Has Done…We Come to Our Senses
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32   

In all fairness, I really should warn you about something that you may want to know.  I have spent the better part of the last two weeks participating in two conferences as part of my continuing education.  Two weeks ago, I learned a great deal about evangelism—about sharing the good news of Jesus Christ and inviting folks into the richness of life we find in him.  In the early part of this past week, I was in Denver to learn about stewardship.  So, over the course of about 12 days, I spent a lot of time thinking and talking about evangelism and stewardship, and you may be wondering when I engage you in conversation here or you see my name in your caller ID whether I am after your money or your life, so to speak.  So, just in case you’re worried about it, let me put you at ease—I’m after both.
Actually, that’s not quite true.  It’s not me that wants these things from you, but God.  God is seeking us—all of us, every area of our lives—and those of us in the church are to remind one another of this truth and to live this truth in the midst of the world.  And, from what I saw and heard in Denver—and upon my return—the task before us is large.
The three days in Denver actually sent my mind back to the first month of this year.  Some of you may remember that I spent the first full week of 2007 in Malibu, California where, in addition to countless hours of study about preaching and worship, my friend Chris Joiner and I spent most of our free time searching for Britney Spears.  We knew that she lived somewhere in Malibu, and we were determined to find her.  We never did find her, but we did have a close encounter with Phyllis Diller, which as you may have imagined, was somehow not quite the same.
I have commented to a few folks since that I wish that Chris and I had found Britney when we were there, as she has made some fairly public and poor choices of late.  And, while my heart breaks for Britney the person, I need to let you know—as the father of two young girls—that I have deep concerns about what the “culture-created-Britney” represents and what it means for us in the church.

Again, I want to do what may be impossible.  As far as you are able, try to separate in your mind the Britney that is real flesh-and-blood, the one that is someone’s daughter or mother from the one we see on TV.  Britney the child or mother is real to be sure, but that Britney is not the one who is waging war against us.  No, the real competition comes from the Britney that has been created and shaped by a multi-million dollar media empire that is designed to capture us—and our children—and to ensnare us into a consumer world in which our identity and worth are things that can be bought and sold, a world that tells us that if we don’t make the right purchases or wear the right clothes or live in the right places then we haven’t made it and we never will, and, if we buy into that, we’ll find ourselves so far from our true home that we begin to think that we will never get back, and when we look in the mirror and see what we’ve done to ourselves to try to get back to somewhere else—as Britney has surely done lately—then we stare in the face of a needed wake-up call:  will we come to our senses, or will we continue to live in the hollow world that we create for ourselves?
These thoughts started circling in my head on the second day of the stewardship conference.  This past Tuesday, I was sitting in a workshop on preaching stewardship and the conversation somehow turned into an unscripted line from the main presenter.  He was talking about our gifts and how they signal our belief in and commitment to what God is doing in the midst of this world that God loves.  It was clear that he was passionate about this, and that he wanted us to hear that what we do Sunday by Sunday is not just to ensure that our church can pay the light bill but that our offering is tied up with what God is doing to bring this world right.  He then looked at us and said the line that sent me spinning:  “Friends, the war is over and Britney won.  You may not have even known there was a war raging for our hearts and minds—and those of our children—but there has been, and Britney won.”
The thought became a lens for the rest of the week.  I simply couldn’t shake it as I walked down 16th Street in Denver and saw so many things that seemed to support what he had said.  It was as if the pavement beneath my feet was shifting and I could see things that I perhaps would have missed.  Everywhere I looked I saw and heard things that made me realize that Britney had won:  from teens clustering in gangs and taunting one another and the police to snippets of conversation about how to throw a party with the extra 90 thousand dollars one person had to people who sipped lattes and engaged in mindless conversation about mind-numbing things to the person I saw in the mirror when the truth of some of my choices involving stewardship and things I value stared back at me.  It was as if everywhere I looked I saw folks—and myself—living in the image of Britney rather than of the God to whom we belong.

It only got worse.  On the plane ride home, I sat beside two beautiful, successful people who seemed to have everything in the world going for them.  One was relishing in having the freedom to leave her kids behind to fly across the country for a surprise birthday party, and the other was returning from Vail, where she had spent the last week decorating her new (and second) vacation home there.  As I read the book that I had brought along with me, I couldn’t help but overhear pieces of their conversation, a conversation that revealed the brokenness that comes from shallow lives that center on throwing a party for yourself.  I think I kept hearing what they were saying because it struck me that I could say some of the same things myself.
And then, when I arrived home and held my family close, so thankful for the blessings that were mine, one of my daughters asked me a painfully honest question:  “Daddy, when will we be done with church?  It’s just so boring.”  And I knew more deeply then what I have always known but have tried to push aside:  there is a battle going on for our hearts and souls and sometimes it seems as if we are losing, as if we’re a lowly 16th seed up against a number 1 seed who is playing at home.
The story Jesus tells in Luke’s Gospel about the man who had two sons is one that most of us tune out as soon as it begins.  Most of us know how it ends even before it gets started.  We hear the dance music from the party and smell the food cooking even while we are listening to the son sink into the depths of feeding pigs while starving himself.  My fear is that we may miss the best news of all:  that it is possible, no matter where you or I have ended up, to come to your senses and come home to fullness of life.

There’s been a lot of discussion about the name of this parable.  Should it be the Prodigal Son or the Loving Father?  I would argue that it could be both.  For some of us, we are in the depths needing to come to our senses.  For others, we have experienced the joy of being embraced and fed by God.  But, for this series at least, I want to think about what makes both things live options:  it is the deep memory of what God has done that enables us to give thanks that we are embraced or to come to an awareness that our true life is in God.

I don’t know how it will end for Britney, but I must say that I was struck by something I saw on the internet a few days ago.  Britney left rehab for two hours to visit with her ex-husband and her two sons.  And the paper said they met at Serra Retreat Center, the same place from which Chris and I had spent our days searching for Britney as well.  Perhaps—just perhaps—she is coming to her senses.

When we leave here today, we will go back into the streets where the war is raging.  Will you be an agent of grace that the world— and we with it— would come to its senses?
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