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Joshua 5:9, 10-12; 2 Corinthians 5:17-21; Luke 15:1-3, 11-32; Psalm 34, O taste 
and see that God is good!

Over the past few weeks, in our first readings we’ve been on quite a journey. We’ve stood with Abraham as he entered into a covenant with God and was promised descendants more numerous than the stars.. We’ve been with the Israelites as they prospered in Egypt, and with them as they were enslaved in that same country. We saw their delivery at the hand of Moses, and we witnessed the beginning of their long, 40-year trek through the desert. Through the pages of Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy, we’ve seen salvation history unfold in the stories of the Hebrew Bible. Now, on this 4th Sunday of Lent, we find ourselves standing with Joshua, about to enter the Promised Land. Everything has been leading up to this. But wait, there’s about to be an unanticipated  bump in the road …


Because the Israelites standing with Joshua  today are not quite the same Israelites who left Egypt with Moses a generation ago. In the book of Joshua, we’re told that all of those original refugees – including Moses – in one way or another had violated the terms of the covenant; had been displeasing to YHWH; and so were not allowed to enter into the land promised to them. Instead, they were forced to wander in the desert until they died. In our reading today, what we encounter is an entirely new generation of Israelites, all born while their parents were wandering in the desert. They have held onto the same vision that their parents had, of a land promised to them. But they have a new leader now, Joshua. And they have a new problem. For growing up in the desert, none of them had ever been circumcised; and circumcision was part of the covenant. No circumcision, no Promised Land. 
Entry into the Promised Land was contingent on compliance with the covenant. And this meant circumcising every male in the entire nation, which Joshua did (on the aptly named Hill of the Foreskins). And that is the point at which we enter our first reading today. The mass circumcision having taken place, we hear God tenderly say, Today, I have rolled away from you the reproach of Egypt. Some translations say  it this way, Today, I have taken away your shame. Either way, the quid pro quo of the covenant being fulfilled, Joshua and the Israelites are now empowered to enter the long-awaited Promised Land. To celebrate God’s once again finding favor with them, they eat the first Passover meal in forty years that’s actually made of unleavened cakes and roasted grain. The day after this meal, the  miraculous manna that had fed them for so many years disappeared. And we are given to understand that the Israelites are once again on their way to becoming an agricultural nation rather than a nomadic one..   
In some ways, this is a beautiful story that shows the fulfillment of a promise made by Adonai to Abraham, generations before Joshua. Through good times and bad, through the Israelites’ fidelity to the covenant and through their flaunting of it, God stayed true to God’s promise. But the down side of this story is the image of God that must have seeped into the Israelites’ very bones as one who is ultimately loving, faithful, and true… but whose demands for faithfulness in return can be punitive, fearsome and often just plain petty. And I’m afraid that image of God pretty much stayed in the consciousness of the Jewish people and their leaders until Jesus came along to replace it. Jesus had a different notion of  how his Abba God acted in relationships. And we see that in the parable Jesus tells today.
Our Gospel today starts with a same old / same old tit-for-tat image of God, as we hear the Pharisees and religious leaders complaining that This person, Jesus, welcomes sinners and eats with them. Like the image of the punitive God they cling to, these religious leaders would punish those they see as breaking the Law. Harking back to the days of Joshua when circumcision was part of the deal, they lived by the letter of the Law – no circumcision, no Promised Land. No gray areas, no extenuating circumstances – simply a tit-for-tat justice, exercised in the name of a tit-for-tat God. You can almost hear the anger – and the fear – in  the voices surrounding Jesus, demanding a strict interpretation of the Law and the covenant. These people are sinners; you cannot call yourself a teacher while you defile yourself by eating with them. You can’t have it both ways. No wonder Jesus chose to tell this parable! It must have turned their world upside down.
For in the parable of the prodigal, we see one prodigal son who doesn’t care how he wastes his father’s money … another prodigal son who doesn’t care how he wastes his father’s respect and affection …and, indeed,  a prodigal father who is unconditionally in love with them both. .Again, Jesus must have rocked the world of the religious leaders of his day, because there was no quid pro quo in this parable  … there was no right & wrong … there was no sense of divine justice, no fairness in this story, no circumcision required before the son was welcomed back home by his father. There was just a prodigality of love on the father’s part – a lavish love poured out for the son who left without a backward glance, and just as much unconditional love for the son who stayed in an angry, self-imposed straitjacket of obedience. 


Neither son could believe in the unconditional nature of his father’s love. One feared he would have to earn it; the other was angry that it was given so generously.  Neither could accept the loving nature of their father, any more than the religious leaders could accept the loving nature of Jesus’ Abba. Yet it’s the picture of God that Jesus presented to his followers, and it’s the picture of God he presents to us today. If we are to follow the teaching of Jesus in the parable, we must become prodigal sons and daughters; and we must live as the prodigal father in the parable.

As prodigal sons and daughters, we must remember that, as Paul tells us, nothing can separate us from the love of God. In our reading today, Paul says We are a new creation. The old order has passed away and everything is new! Part of what has passed away is our old notion of a quid pro quo God. When we have come to believe in the truly unconditional nature of God’s love, we become, as Paul says, the very holiness of God. We become prodigal, lavish in our trust of our Abba God.

As the prodigal father himself, we must remember that God’s love is unconditional, as ours must be. We can never again close our borders to those fleeing    for their very lives, simply because we are afraid.  We can never again withhold voting rights from hundreds of thousands of paroled felons in the United States, simply because there can never be enough punishment for those who break the law. We can never again torture captured terrorists, simply because we know that others do it.  No matter how great the real need for mediation, compromise, collaboration, legislation, or consequences or whatever might be, Jesus sets his Abba before us as our model for loving. We are always called, like the prodigal father, to love first and settle all the details later.

Later in our liturgy, as we are sharing the prodigal love of Christ present in the Eucharist,  we’ll be singing a song with these words:
Take, O take me as I am,
summon out what I shall be;
set your seal upon my heart and live in me.
As we continue on our Lenten journey toward Easter, may Jesus’ words of assurance sink deeply into our hearts – that our Abba God will always take us as we are; will always welcome the prodigal into God’s love; will never be the false god of the  quid pro quo. 
And may we also remember that – with God’s own seal set upon our hearts – we are called to show that same welcoming love to one another; that we are called to summon out the good in one another and in all we meet; that we are called to love unconditionally …  again – no tit-for-tat, no quid pro quo. 
In one way or another, let’s all own our identities as prodigal sons and prodigal daughters and prodigal fathers … and let’s thank God for continuing to invite us into all that prodigality! AMEN. 
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