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Searching for Home

Luke 15:11-24

Good Morning again! The first question someone asked me when I returned from vacation was….guess. They asked, “Are you leaving?” I won’t reveal the person who asked me that question, but I will say “NO.” Okay, I am not sure if that was wishful thinking or what was behind all that, but I understand it, because you see the convergence of some things. You see three weeks off- I have never done that before in my life, three weeks off in a row - the disappearance of the Pastor from the pulpit. The change of the Parish Associate position to Associate Pastor gives me the freedom to leave if I want to. And…That’s what Pastors do. That’s what the last pastor did. Pastors leave.

It’s characteristic of our age, isn’t it? People leave. We leave. This area is known for its transience; people leave. That’s what people do. But why do people do that? It is said by the US census that 16% of people will move each year and every year it is a different 16%. It is said, on average, you will move 14 times in your lifetime. Isn’t that amazing? Why do people leave? 
The number one reason people give is “I am leaving because of work.” We’ve been raised in a culture that tells us that we need to achieve; we need to do better. We need to reach forward and get ahead. So we leave for college, and after we get out of college we discover there is a next move to make, and that’s hopefully to get a job. That’s what we hope at least. We don’t want them coming back home. We want them to leave and get a job. It’s a sign that you were a good parent. And hopefully they get the best job they can, followed by the next step which is to get a better job and then a better job and a better job.

 Usually this coincides with first, getting an apartment and then later, a house, and that’s followed by the purchase of  a better house and a better house and usually better means larger, which is confusing to me because while the houses are getting larger our  families are getting smaller. Of course, a bigger home means…… new stuff to fill them, which means we need a better job so we can pay for all this stuff.

Why do we do this? What drives us? What is behind it all? I know the precipitating issue seems to be work. But what causes us to accept a new job or what causes us to get a house that is too big for our families? What is driving us? 
What causes parents to, all of a sudden, wake up one day and leave their families? You read about it all the time. Just abandon their kids. What causes people to go in and out of relationships like channel surfing on the TV? What causes us to do these things? What causes Christians to do the same thing with churches? And with the next best Christian book or author. We move from one Christian movement, guru, preacher to the next best thing, endlessly looking for…what?. Why do we go from technology to technology as though DOS wasn’t good enough or Windows XP wasn’t good enough?  
Why are we becoming a nomadic generation? What are we searching for? What do we really believe is out there at that next spot, that next step, that next job, that next house? What do you think will really happen? I think we get a picture of and some answers to our restlessness from a story that you’ve probably read lots of times. It is the story of the Prodigal Son. Turn with me to the story. (I put it in the bulletin for you so you can follow along more easily). You see the same thing in the Prodigal Son’s life, this wandering spirit, this inner search for something,

Now, in context, Jesus was asked, “Why do you eat and drink with sinners?”  Put into modern language they asked Jesus, “Why are you so into this church growth stuff, looking at numbers? Why don’t you take care of the people who are already in your church - the membership- the church people. Why aren’t you concerned about them?” This story is Jesus’ response to their question. It’s an interesting story because it gives you a sense for God’s perspective as to how He sees us. The story of the Prodigal Son is the story of us; and really, the story of the Prodigal Son is the Bible in a nutshell. It is Genesis 1 through Revelation 21. It’s the message of the whole Bible in one simple story. Here’s what it says:
There was a man who had two sons. The younger one said to his Father, “Give me my share of the estate.” So he divided his property between them. Not long after that the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living. After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything. When he came to his senses, he said, “How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death! I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.’” So he got up and went to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son threw his arms around and kissed him. The son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his servants, “Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let’s have a feast and celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” So they began to celebrate.

 Heavenly Father, open to us this Word that you have for us as we come this Labor Day weekend focusing on the fruits of our labor and labor it self, the gifts that you have given to us, and our human ingenuity. As we celebrate it may we discover what is really important- Where will we really find satisfaction. Help us to discover where home really is. A place  not earned but received. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.     
You have heard this story before. The son does the unthinkable- he asks for the inheritance before his father passed away. Now, after you get over being appalled by the thought, how many of you , in your wildest imagination, have thought, “Yeah,  that would be sweet. Wouldn’t it be great, getting an inheritance! Man, the infusion of money! It would really solve all my problems.”  Now, of course you chased it out of your mind because … how abhorrent, to wish your parents were dead, which is too harsh a statement. I don’t think the prodigal son wanted his father dead. He just wanted the money. The thought has crossed your mind, hasn’t it??? Crazy things go through your mind. But you know what, there is something even crazier in the story. The father does it! He gives the son his inheritance! I mean, what extravagant love this father has. It’s more incredible than asking for the inheritance.  
What happened in the story? It says that “not long after” … Hmmm. He got the money, but he still wasn’t happy. He didn’t discover the answer to his searching, his yearning, whatever it is that’s in him causing him to act strange, do crazy things. So he decides the answer must be somewhere out there. It’s not here; it must be out there. So it says that he goes off to a distant country. He’s thinking, “I didn’t find satisfaction in wealth. Maybe the answer is not in a large bank account and in a secure life. Maybe the key to my happiness lies in experience. Maybe if I see the world and make it my oyster that I’ll find what is missing in me. 

So it says the son starts to live wildly. He books the finest hotels and eats the finest foods. He does all the things you could imagine, as you dream about vacations- go snorkeling, see the beaches of Cancun, experience gambling at the High Rollers table. He does it all. He tried every experience that life could hand him ….all to discover that it just didn’t satisfy. He’s really the ultimate consumer, the model American. He consumes everything he makes. And then he does what most  consumers do….he spends more than he makes. He gets overextended, just like us! 
And then what happens—When we get overextended? Life happens.  Everyone who has ever lived on planet earth knows that the economy will go down. It goes up; it goes down. There’s seed time and harvest, but also there are famine times. The rains come, but also the rain refuses to fall. It has always been that way. But somehow in his mind he never thought those days would actually arrive, and one day it did and it caught him at a bad time. 
Does this sound familiar? We are at a point where the real estate bubble is about to burst, and a lot of people are overextended. They somehow thought this day never come…and it has. What causes us to get houses too big for our families and for our budget? What do we really think is going to happen when we achieve that place of success or that larger place? What is it, and are we satisfied?
 U2 has a great song that really captures the modern attitude, “I still haven’t found what I’m looking for!” You know that song? “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For?” Do you ever feel that way? 
Someone captured what happens to the consumer in our own culture. The consumer, like in the Prodigal, is always consumed. 
“Once a person begins to construct his or her life through economic means, they assume the identity of being a consumer. They consume not only things but also relationships and experiences, a role, jobs, communities.  Part of the definition of being a consumer is that one’s identity is never satisfied. So they just keep consuming more and more, never able to adequately construct the good life. And in the very process of trying to construct a self, the individual becomes nothing more than a collection of roles defined by unrelated demands. The employer defines her by her production; her children’s school as the PTA President; friends, as a tennis partner; the bank as a good credit risk; politician, as a voter; church, as a second alto in the choir; and the next door neighbor as the lady who doesn’t cut her grass often enough. There is no unifying center to her life which means there is no sense to the true self that originated from her soul. Instead her life is actually being constructed by others who all compete for her time, heart, resources. She knocks herself out to succeed in all of these identities because they each offer her something. This means her soul is for sale. So it is actually the consumer that is consumed.” 
Do you ever feel that way? What is the underlying driver? Why are we so driven? What are we searching for? I think Scripture gives us that answer. It actually gives the only answer that really satisfies. A lot of us have believed that the source of the answer to our lives is in material things. So we desire to acquire and to achieve. We get all this stuff and discover that there’s still something missing. We think the answer lies in our emotional health, so we try to look for it in relationships. We get married and we look for that right relationship that will fulfill us, and relationships won’t do that. Some think, answer lies in the psychological—All I need to do is get my head together. If I could find a good therapist I’ll get my life together. Others have thought: “It’s society’s problem.  If we cure the ills of society, we will get rid of all our problems.” Some have looked for the answer within. A lot of people have tried Eastern Mysticism, Eastern religions, meditations, drugs and alcohol, but still can’t find what they are looking for. 
Some people conclude that the answer can’t be found, and as a result they live in despair. Despair is the attitude that is cool today. It is said that it’s what drives the youth market. If you look at the magazines, all the models (not that I have looked there lately) have this kind of blank stare. Why? Because being in despair is cool. It’s called “designer despair” and it’s driven by the belief that there is no answer to this inner ache we feel. Life is meaningless and there’s nothing that satisfies. The best we can do is just sludge through life, like walking through wet cement. It isn’t fun but it’s better than being dead. The great heroines on today’s sitcoms are people who just love to be miserable. A good example is the TV series on Fox, “House.” The hero, House (that’s his name), just loves to be miserable because he doesn’t believe that there is an answer out there to his unhappiness. So he just mopes through life in despair and makes everyone around him miserable. Do you know people like this? 
The good news is …there is an answer. The bad news is that you can’t find it in any of the places I just mentioned. The source of the answer to our nomadic spirit isn’t material or emotional or psychological or societal. The answer isn’t within your head. The answer and the problem are both spiritual. The problem is a spiritual problem and requires a spiritual answer. 
Scripture describes this problem in the first three chapters of the Bible. It describes this event in our lives, in our history, where we once lived in Eden.  We lived in a relationship with God that was uninhibited, unfettered, and we lost that relationship; we were tossed out of Eden. There is an interesting verse, a little picture, in Genesis 3:24 where God puts this angel in front of Eden with a sword flashing back and forth. It is a way of saying or communicating to us that you can’t go home again. Paradise is lost (as captured well in the novel); there’s no way back. The only thing we have that is a residual of that original experience is the search, this inner drive deep with in us that calls to us, that drives us to find the thing is missing in us. We know there’s something more out there. It drives us to look for what that thing is that will fulfill us. 

Billy Joel sensed this is his own life and sings about it in the album, “River of Dreams.” It’s the title song of the album:  “In the middle of the night, I go walking in my sleep. Through the valley of fear, To a river so deep. And I've been searching for something, Taken out of my soul, Something I would never lose.
Something somebody stole.” He’s right. We did lose it. It was stolen and it has to do with our soul. The problem is a spiritual problem.
What was stolen? What are we looking for? In a word….Home. It is about regaining what was lost, a relationship with God. It’s getting back to Eden.  We do exactly what the Prodigal Son does, though. In our search, we misunderstand what that search is, what that drive is. We look for the answer in all the wrong places. 
Now, we’ve talked about some of those places already and I’ve preached about things like materialism, sex, drugs, alcohol, relationships, religion, self-help, therapists, portfolio, physicians - those are the insidious ones. But there are other ones, places that we mistake for home. Places that are good, even “warm and fuzzy,” but not home. They are places created in our imagination when under stress and we think…if only….then we’d be happy. Then life would go well for us. What are some of those places?

One of those places is our childhood home. When we are under pressure and things are going bad we begin to imagine going back to our childhood years,  recreate those childhood years, go back to the 50’s or the 60’s or 70’s. If I could just get back to my hometown, wouldn’t that be great? I would be so happy. 
I fantasize about that a lot when I’m under pressure.  Evan City is the place I call “home.” I’ve moved 14 times already in my life. Evan City, for me, is a place that doesn’t change.  It’s the place, the last place, my  family was whole. It was where we were the most happy. And I’ve thought, I wish I could go back home, to Evan’s City. Back to the country and back to my boyhood house. One time I actually went, physically, back to Evan City only to discover it had changed. As in Genesis, the Angel stood at the entrance of my childhood home with a flashing sword, saying, you can’t go back. The answer to your yearning for happiness cannot be found here! 
Some of us have concluded the answer to our yearnings, home, “is where I hang my hat.” A lot of people have given up on any ideal, or lofty search for truth. They’ve concluded, like the rich man, that the best you can hope for in life is “to eat, drink and be merry.” Your home is the best you can achieve. Find satisfaction in it! Create the best life you can for yourself. You’ve seen the homes of people who have decided that the key to happiness is to build their own paradise on earth, their own little kingdom over which they reign.

The problem is, it’s not enough for the human heart. Hebrew 13:14 says “For we do not have an enduring city, but we look for and we search for the city that is to come, one that is enduring.” We need something that is more certain and lasting that a house made of straw, sticks or even bricks. Even bricks home crumble to the wind.
Some see home as the place where home is not. You grew up in a very dysfunctional and a very painful home and you have been running from it your entire life, thinking “If I can get far enough away from them I can disentangle my self from my past and their dysfunctional habits. The problem is, often the patterns follow you or you simply make the opposite mistakes. You can’t run from your past. It will ultimately catch up with you. You need to face it and fight those demons one at a time.

Others have seen the answer to life as “returning to the simple life,” a cabin in the mountains. “If I could just have a cabin in the mountains I would be happy.”

 Others see church as home- they wrap themselves around church. They get so involved, and think they are somehow pleasing God. They are looking for the answer in church. If that’s you, guess what…you’ll discover that even church will not make you happy.  Why? Because the answer to our search is not a place but a person.  Church approximates the source of our search. It gets us on the right path. It is closer than the other substitutes for home but it is still not what we are looking for! Church is where I can make that connection though, but it is not the connection itself. The church, like I said before, is like the Promised Land. It is better than the wilderness, but it is not Paradise. It will not fulfill you. 
The only thing that will satisfy our nomad spirit, our searching is…. God. It is coming home to the point of origin. To, as T. S. Elliott put it, “the still  place in a turning world.” We live in a turning world and we need a still point as a refuge. That still point is God! But we so often do what Calvin says. We so often give in to the serpent’s lie that the next thing we reach for will fulfill us. It never does!
 So where do we find contentment? Where do we find that place where everything is all right? We find it right where the Prodigal Son found it. By coming home to the Father’s house, to the place where we belong, the place where we are sons and daughters and not slaves - to the point of origin. Where is our point of origin? Well, physically, it is our parents, but that was only put there to point us to a greater reality. The greater reality is that we were created by God and for God and we were created in his image. So when we return to God, it is simply a return to the True Self, the self that God created us to be, that we have been running from. Our heart aches to get back to that place. 
How do we begin? I don’t think we can! I think home finds us.  I don’t think we find home. I see this in the story of the Prodigal Son. What would have stopped his search? Nothing. Now he could have observed everyone’s mistakes and learned some things, and not made the same mistakes in life, but he didn’t. So he went out searching for himself. He tried a lot of things until he finally came to the end of himself, and someone, somewhere, somehow, woke him up. It wasn’t the Pastor; it wasn’t the church; it wasn’t himself. All of a sudden he wakes up to the reality that there has to be something more, and a thought pops into his head, “I should go back to my father’s house.” Where did that thought come from? The Father (God) himself tapped his son on the shoulder and said, “Wake up, wake up! You are not going to find what you are searching for in that distant country. Come home. Come home to the place you were created. To your Father who loves you.”

Home finds us. Isn’t that your experience? One day, out of the blue, God came tapping on your shoulder and woke you up? Or maybe…He wants to wake you up right now. What are you searching for? It’s the Father’s house you are looking for. Come home. 

How do you begin the walk home? You do what the Prodigal Son did. You begin with a word of confession.  I love his confession because he makes a wonderful bargain with God, and he grovels. It sounds very good— very religious. Hear it again, “I don’t deserve you! I am a worm. I don’t deserve to be your son. I will be a slave in your house. I’ll clean toilets for the kingdom of God.” Of course the Father has none of it. He doesn’t even let his son finish the statement. He stops him in the middle of his confession. All the son had to do was say, “Father, I need your help.” Somehow though, in his mind (and in ours), he felt that he had to earn back his father’s love. That he had to deserve it. 

Those of you who are parents, do your kids need to earn your love? NO! You love them because they are yours and you will march into hell itself for them. Being a son and a daughter isn’t something you earn. It’s something that is given. 
It was given to us twice. It was given to us in our creation- we were created in the image of God. It is our birthright. When we come to God we are simply coming back to the person he created us to be, our true self. We just haven’t realized it. We come back home to our Father who created us and who bestowed on us at birth the title of son or daughter. And God bestowed our sonship upon us on the Cross, where Jesus bled and died and paid for our sin, paid for our rights to become sons and daughters again.(John 1:14) So make a confession, and it doesn’t have to be anything more than “God, I’ve blown it. I need you” or “God, if you even exist, come into my life.” That’s sufficient. 
What else do we need to do? Well you’ve got to go home. You’ve got to stop looking for home in all the wrong places. A lot of us have done that, but we’ve really treated God more like a hotel than home, in that, we’ve said “God, I am coming home” and we did, but then we tossed the luggage on the floor and walked out to look for something fun to do, something to make us happy. We’ve allowed God to save our souls but we aren’t convinced, or did not know, that He is also our life. He is the “Way, Truth, and the LIFE!”  God came not just to save our souls. He came to save our lives as well. Only in Him will you ever be satisfied in this life 

What do we need to do? We need to come home and we need to stay home. Realize that you are not going to be content with anything else until you rest in Him. Now we almost do it instinctively when a crisis comes. When 9/11 happened, what did people do? Pray. Call out to God. They went to church in droves. Where are they now? They treated God as a hotel. But they were reminded in the middle of the crisis that the real answer is in the church. The real answer is with God. I hope it won’t take another crisis to wake us up to that reality, but it may! How many of you came to God out of a crisis?
There’s one more person in the story that needed to come home. It’s the eldest son. You know the story of the eldest son. The eldest son is invited home to celebrate. He is all up tight about the fact that his brother didn’t deserve to be home. He squandered his inheritance on “wild living and prostitutes.” He has pointed out the distant country of immorality in his brother’s life, not realizing he too lives in a distant country. He really believes, somehow, that he deserves what he has, that somehow salvation is something to be earned. 
The Father pleads with him and invites him back home. We think sins of the flesh are something big, but the sins of the heart are worse in God’s sight. And there is no more distant country from the Father than pride. There is no country that is more distant from the Father than the country of pride. And so the Father invites him to come home, to a place where love isn’t earned and grace is extravagant!

 Have you come home to the place where love isn’t earned and grace is extravagant? Come home. Instead of praying, what I want you to do… there is a song that is put in the bulletin. I want you just sing quietly and slowly and meditatively. I love this song, “Softly and Tenderly Jesus is Calling.” As you sing it meditatively and slowly, ponder in your heart whether God is calling you home. It may be for the first time; it may be for the tenth time. Will you come home? Let’s sing it together.         
