Sermon C Lent 4 2025 SCED
The reading from Joshua in the Old Testament tells us about the adjustments that the Children of Israel had to make to move from their 40 year wilderness wandering to now settle permanently in the new land that God had given them.

We know the story of the long exile of God’s people in the wilderness, and we know that for both jews and Christians wilderness is a deeply symbolic idea:

· Wilderness can be a symbol of a spiritual journey (like the Christian Lenten journey) that we are currently on as in prayer and reflection we grow towards the great joy of Easter Day.  
· However wilderness can be a place that instead of moving through, we can become stuck in.

· Sometimes we can become alienated in a kind of wilderness because of unfortunate life circumstances.  Sometimes this wilderness is of our own making.  
· Whatever the cause, the outcome it the same: we cut ourselves off from God

Keep in mind the idea of wilderness, as we now look at the story of the Prodigal Son from Luke:
· Make no mistake, this young man wanted his father dead, or as good as dead, otherwise he would not have had the gall to ask for his inheritance.  An inheritance in Jewish culture was a precious thing, given along with a blessing however the father of the family chose to give it.
· In the first place it was disrespectful to assume that part of the inheritance was his; it was an affront to ask for what belonged to his father while the father was still alive; it disregarded the fact that inheritance and blessing went together.  This prodigal son might as well have said: stuff you Dad, and stuff your blessing!

· The opposite of blessing is cursing: The father could have called every curse down on this lazy and ungrateful son.  Most people would have thought that he had every right.  He didn’t, though.  He handed over his son’s inheritance; the part that in love he had always intended for him; he handed it over knowing it was spoiled because there was no blessing that could be given with it in these very difficult and unusual circumstances.

What happens next is quite predictable:  the young man wastes all his father’s inheritance.  The money is spent on dissolute living: parties; extravagance; sexual immorality  It is only when all the money is spent, and the young man finds himself stuck in a wilderness of his own making: poverty-stricken and starving and working in a pig pen for another owner… It is only then that the young man begins to feel sorry:
· He is deeply humiliated and profoundly sorry
· Suddenly his father, his father’s personhood, and his father’s love become real for him, almost for the first time.
· He begins to appreciate his father’s provision for him, his brother and even the lowliest servant throughout his early life in his Father’s household
· He appreciates the fact that he has caused offence to his loving father who has always only had has his interests at heart; 
· he appreciates that this father whom he trusts as a loving and compassionate man may be willing to forgive him; 
· but he knows that the only appropriate approach to his father is one of deep humility.  “I am no longer worthy to be called your son.  Treat me like the lowliest servant, and I will work for my keep.
This of course is a parable of how it is (often) between us and God:

· We act as though God is dead, not because we actually believe this, but because we act like children of God with a right to God’s inheritance of salvation, with no need for any sense of relationship with God; 
· We may see the inheritance consisting of eternal life; good things in this life; provision of our families and of faith within a loving religious community.
· If we take these things for granted and  do not discern the blessing in them; it’s as though we are in a place of personal wilderness; 
· Here, success and or material gain become more important than relationships of love and compassion; 
· Self-indulgence becomes more important than the needs of others; 
· People become expendable; relationships are shallow.  
· Even we Christians have been known to sit in a kind of pig-pen of our own making, continuing to say at some levels: stuff you God, and your blessing!

Alternatively we can be in the wilderness of alienation and disconnection that is not of our own making:

· This wilderness comes from the hurts we have experienced in life.  
· Here the scenario can be different.  We want to keep ourselves at a distance from God’s love; and we are too scared to grasp hold of God’s blessing and to be deeply thankful and profoundly moved. This time, we almost see ourselves as the pigs in the pig-pen: stuff you God, and your blessing, I don’t want it, because you know, and I know that I’m not good enough to receive it.

This story of the prodigal son is a story about a person who is saved from that personal wilderness.  If we translate it into our own lives it can be about how God deals with me; with us…
· Story of a loving God, who in anguish has looked down that road of return, day and night for however long it takes watching for the son or daughter he loves, desperate to see them appear in the distance.   

· Story of a loving God who will have prayed, sighing and weeping day and night for this one that he loves, and desires to come back to him.

· This is the God who is not distant or cold, but who runs to meet his beloved child in great joy, with open arms to embrace him/her. 
· This is the God who offers us refreshment for our body, clothing and adornment because we are precious to him. 

· This is the God who holds a party when we get back, and invites all the family, friends and neighbours to come to welcome us, because he is delighted that we’ve come home.   

This story leads us to ask how has our Lenten journey been these past three weeks?

· Have we been faithful in our worship and prayer?

· Have we made room for God in our busy lives, or have we cut God out of the picture?

· However weak or negative this time has been, today’s story reassures us that it is not too late to turn back to a loving and forgiving God, who delights in us just as a loving father would. 
I wish for you a Lenten season filed with the love of God rather than the alienation of personal wilderness. Amen
