On Prodigals and Perspectives

“Heaven and earth are standing on tip toe awaiting the emergence of a Spirit filled, Spirit led people. Creation itself yearns for the revelation of Emmanuel. God with us- God revealed in the lives of the people called to help others.” Richard Foster

“The prodigal was an “honorable sinner” in that he was perfectly open to his Father. He told his father all that was in his heart. The older brother was a “hypocritical saint” because he hid his feelings in his heart.” Ibrahim Sa id

Life is, and always lived, either from your radiance or your brokenness. We don’t always think in terms of our finding our radiance among pigs do we?  Yet for most of us we need to come to the end of ourselves before we actually can find ourselves. 

In the account of the prodigal brothers, the boy that left home and spent his entire inheritance foolishly realizes the error in his ways and returns back to his village. I’m sure he was a bit anxious not knowing what he would be met with. When he is met with a Nobleman running to him, he is shattered by this love.  

You and I will never find real life until we are undone by The Father’s lavish love for us. 

The older prodigal brother, “hypocritical saint”, has a hard heart. He is toxic. He is so because he has done things right. He wants to tell his dad what truth or reality is. He is self-righteous. Self-righteousness always leads to lawless hearts. Self-righteousness is fear based and always leads to self-absorption. Life is always about me. Ironically because of this you never truly live life. We aren’t engaged in life. We live in our heads creating a sort of noise there and demand that those that I share life with see things my way, as I do of course.  We will be prone to take to task God and others that aren’t acting like I think they should. The only folks safe are the ones under me and they are safe only as long as they don’t challenge me. 

Either man is made in God’s image, or God is made in man’s image. One leads to life and the other leads to death and isolation. 

In the story of the prodigal, the Father is looking to both boys with love. He is reaching out to both boys. The self-righteous brother resists the love of the Father and consequently lives in torment. How ironic that those that do not really live life always try to control those around them from living life. 

How free are those that are connected to you to live their dreams, passions, ideas, desires, beliefs, longings? 

Does your life impact others’ energies by this process, or does your life bridal folks back from stretching out? 

What role does fear play in this for you? Look at the absolute craziness of Luke 13: 1-17. The story line is this: Christ meets this gal who has been crippled, bent over for almost 2 decades. Jesus called her to him and said, “You are healed.”  She immediately was able to stand up and because of this was ecstatic with gratitude to Jesus. She rejoiced and praised God for this awesome gift. 

The leader of synagogue, on the other hand, “was indignant”. Here is a very brilliant, successful dude who then protests saying, “There are six days of the week for working. Come on one of those days for healing not the Sabbath!”  Does it seem odd that this fellar didn’t immediately break out his cell phone and call everybody that he cared about that might have been sick with, “Hey, you will never believe what I just saw. Get yourself down here as quick as you can!” 

It is the same principle as the prodigal. Life is happening, love is flowing, joy is being had and the self-righteous can’t see it. The self-righteous are never at the party. Their torment is self-induced - always.  Interestingly enough, most of the time it is because the Lord is doing something wonderful but they will not let themselves see or hear of it and instead only see darkness and what isn’t fair or right. 

If you are not living life from an attitude of gratitude, than there is a pretty good chance you are living a form self-righteousness. Self-righteousness is idolatry because you have actually pulled rank on God. 

Rob Reiner, after making the Princess Bride movie, was being interviewed. I remember him making a statement that impacted me. He said, “Life is pain; and anybody that tells you differently is trying to sell you something.” Great observation - spot on. But does this then mean we are to live lives of enduring, surviving, hanging in? 

May this never be. If we are to stay stuck in the vortex of death, then Jesus is some sadist telling us that he has given us life, and in this new gift it turns out to be nothing more than day in and day out pain. Madness and vanity then become our norm. Wine, women and song become realistic antidotes to offset this despair. 

Or... into darkness has come light. Into death has come life. Into self absorption has come self surrender and service. Into despair has come hope. Into apathy has come love. Into isolation has come connection. Into lost has come found. Into away has come near. Into no one has come someone. Into empty has come abundance. 

Like Israel, many of us have found God finding us in that place where we really didn’t belong, weren’t wanted or were exploited. We lacked meaning and purpose, freedom and identity. We heard the Master’s call to us and we responded with joy. 

But, like Israel, we now find ourselves standing at the Jordan River. Yes, there are giants in that land before you. A land promised to you. A land that God has said holds more than you could ever imagine. 

God will always want to take you beyond your beliefs, or your fears.

Did you get that? 

So here I am standing before immense opportunity, beauty. A land flowing with milk and honey, not “sweat of my brow.” In the path are giants, which actually serve the purpose of shattering my self limiting beliefs that were etched during my time in Egypt. 

This is why scripture says of Joshua and Caleb, they said, “let us go up at once to take the land!” There is no lingering and wondering about God’s goodness. They clearly did not believe that the taking of the land was about their work or responsibility. It was the Lord’s goodness, his strength, his battle. Because their God has unlimited resources they knew it was a chip shot. They had the faith to enter the Promised Land. They did not stop and filter what was promised to them. 

The people, on the other hand, start down the path of madness, “ Why is the Lord taking us to a country where we will die?” It is not the questioning that is wrong. It is the questioning of the goodness of God’s heart that blows it for Israel and for you and me as well. Our questions need to flow out of the quest-I-on  framework. 

Here’s the crazy part. Forty years later Israel, after doing laps in the wilderness letting ugly die off, find themselves once again at the Jordan. Four decades later they are poised to go into the land. What does God ask of Israel to do to conquer the land? Shout!  They shout and the walls of Jericho fall down. 

Do you think that maybe that was all Israel would have to have done 40 years prior? 

Yes there were giants in the land and fortified cities. But I gave up “God’s rest” because of fear and my controlling ways and all that would have needed to be done was for me to shout at a fortified city when God told me to.  

It is not about my strength - it is always about God sufficiency. The battle belongs to the Lord. I get to engage in incredible places because He longs for me to come alive and give me rest and abundance. 

So my fellow brothers, take that long look at yourself this week and ask where you see yourself in the grand story? Which prodigal brother are you? Which spy will you stand with?
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