 “The Father By The Window”
Luke 15:11-32

“You might as well be dead, Father!  The only thing you’re good for is my half of the business.”

His son hadn’t said those exact words, but the meaning in what he did say was the same.  Even now, after all this time, he still remembered the day.  His cocky, rebellious son pacing back and forth in the kitchen, temper spiking; his eldest son standing in the doorway, fists clenched, anger flashing on his cheeks; and he himself, sitting at the table.  In that moment he had felt his stomach turn to stone and drop.  He had felt the jagged knife of his son’s disrespect slice into his heart.  He remembered the tears.


“You might as well be dead, Father!”


His son had demanded his share of the father’s lifelong work and achievement.  Normally bestowed only upon the death of the father, his son hadn’t cared.  He said--in tone and intent--that his father might as well be laid out in the ground.  It was as if their relationship had died as suddenly as a leaf in the first frost of the season.


And then there had followed the months of waiting, of not knowing.  He had hoped to hear from his youngest son—a postcard, a message--anything.  But nothing came.  Every day he stood by the front window, looking out along the road, hoping to witness his son’s return.  The seasons changed, and he had busied himself with work.  Sometimes it actually had kept his mind off his distant son.


He had found solace and comfort in his eldest son during that time.  The boy—well, no longer a boy, a man now—had worked faithfully.  He had kept things going.  They had shared many talks in the evening about his brother.  They wondered where he was and what he was up to.  His oldest son often got angry, launching into tirades against his younger brother.  The father knew it was natural, yet it still hurt him to see his children separated and broken.


All this plays across his mind as he stands on the back porch in the mid-afternoon sunlight.  He watches the small speck that is his eldest son, working on the south acreage.  Still working.  The father shades his eyes and squints.  Has his son stopped?  Is he coming this way?


No.  He’s still working.  He won’t come home.  He made that very clear.

The father turns, opens the door, and is met with the sounds of laughter, singing and music.  The smell of sweetly roasted meat swirls around him.  He glances back at the south plot, to the slow-moving shadow of his son.  He steps into the house and the celebration within.


After another hour has passed--filled with good food, joy, and partying—the father goes through the hallway and into the back room.  The ghostly, amber light coming through the window gives the room a sense of tranquility and comfort.  The father sets his drink down on the windowsill.  It seems like he’s spent much of his life looking out windows, waiting.

He looks out at the wide, thick fields of grain but he doesn’t really see them.  In his memories, he sees his two sons playing in the backyard.  He sees them climbing trees and walking the fence while he holds their hands.  He sees them tending to the sick calf and burying the family dog.  He sees them arguing.  He sees his youngest son pointing toward the north and screaming at his brother.


North.  That was the way he had gone.  There were intriguing tales of the north: stories of dark-haired women, adventure, and wealth.  And his youngest son wanted them all.  So he said his father might as well be dead; took ownership of his half of the estate; converted whatever wasn’t cash into cash; and disappeared into the north.  To the distant country of mystery and tantalizing promises.

The father smiled to himself in the silence of the back room.  The distant country was attractive.  Distant countries always were.  They offered escape from the doldrums of everyday life.  They seduced with the lust of unlimited freedom and adventure.  Distant countries are where we chase the glitter of unrealized dreams and where we taste the fruits of a forbidden life.

The prophet Jonah understood this.  If anyone sought escape from a hard calling it was old Jonah.  The father had returned again and again to that story.  It had become as familiar to him as his own life experiences.  For a moment he saw the silhouette of his oldest son on the crest of a hill.  His heart leaped; he thought the boy might be heading this way…  But then again it might just be a trick of the light.

“The word of the Lord came to Jonah, son of Amittai: Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.  But Jonah ran away from the Lord and headed for Tarshish.”

Tarshish was Jonah’s distant country.  It represented a magical land, a Shangri-La, a utopian place of escape and freedom.  It was Jonah’s attempt to evade God’s call and to hide.  That’s what all distant countries were.  A means of escape from God’s will.  A rejection of what God knows is best for us.  We sin and falsely believe we can hide ourselves away in the distant country.  Or we stop trusting in God, deciding that our own strength is all we need to make it through life.
The distant country is where we lose our sense of self and our relationship with the father.  It is where we find out who we truly are when all pretense--all the posturing, all the people-pleasing--is stripped away.  It may glitter and shine and promise and seduce.  But the distant country will always leave a person naked and broken and cold and empty.


A knock on the door draws the father back from his memories.  He turns and sees his younger son.  The stubble on his head shows where he shaved it while away—a mark of shame and embarrassment.  His beard still hasn’t been properly trimmed.  His face is thin, marked with the scourge of famine and hunger--a parting kiss from the distant country.  His clothes hang from his scarecrow-like body.

But his eyes reveal a sparkle, a suggestion of new life not yet echoed in his face or body.  He smiles, and the father returns it.  That simple gesture draws them together like iron shavings to a magnet.  The father crushes his son to his chest, placing a calloused hand against the back of the boy’s head, clamping him as close as possible.  He smells the filth of pigs on the boy’s skin.  His son’s thin arms hold him, as if for dear life—which it is.

Face buried in his father’s strong shoulder, the boy once again apologizes.  His voice trembles and breaks, causing him to repeat one word over and over: “Sorry.”  The father shushes him with a gentle whisper and holds him tighter.  He feels hot tears soaking through his garment and onto his shoulder.  They stand like that for a long time.

As the boy walks from the room, the light catches the large ring on his right hand.  It’s as if the piece of jewelry is winking at the father.  It’s the family crest--the signet ring--the symbol of family authority and belonging.  When his son had returned, trudging shamefully back from the north, the father had immediately taken the ring from his own hand and put it on his son.  It was the right thing to do.  He was still part of the family.

The robe and sandals were also gifts, impressive ones considering that clothing was an extravagance.  Most people only had a few pieces each--perhaps only one or two.  Many didn’t even have that much.  His son had come home in tattered, filthy rags covered in blood, dirt, and grime.  The new clothes—the best ones in the house-- were tangible reminders of the father’s security, warmth, and comfort.  Again, it was only right.  His boy was home, safe and sound.  A little worse for wear, certainly.  But he was home.  That was all that mattered!

In the sky, the sun was finished for the day and had started its journey toward the horizon.  The father had returned to his place by the window overlooking the fields.  His oldest should be returning soon.  At least he hoped he would.  He wanted him to come and join the celebration.


But the eldest son had gotten so angry when he went out to the field to invite him back.  He complained bitterly about how much work he had done while his brother had been out whoring and acting like an idiot.  The bronzed, oldest son had accused the father of neglecting his wants and wishes, of overlooking his great contributions.   He had worked so hard for so long…and what had he gotten out of it?  Nothing, he yelled.  Nothing!

The father had walked solemnly back to the house, his heart aching once again.  Didn’t his oldest son see?  Couldn’t he understand?  Everything here now belonged to him.  It was all his!  Since his younger brother had taken possession of his part, all that remained was property of the eldest.  He had been working his own fields, living in his own house, tending his own herds.  Everything had been his all along.  He had let his anger blind him to what he possessed all the time.

The sounds of the celebration continued in the next room.  Servants came to call the father back to the festivities.  He told them he would be along in a little while.  He wanted to wait for his oldest son.  He wanted to be there to welcome his oldest son back in the same way he had welcomed his younger son.  And so the father continued to wait by the window.

Grace.  It’s the free gift of God.  We can’t earn it or buy it.  We don’t get to decide who receives it.  But we can refuse it.  Yet it is God’s favorite way of expressing his love and forgiveness.  Grace draws us back when we have failed.  It leads us home from the distant country, out of famine, away from the pigs.  It clothes us in righteousness and reminds us of our place in the family.  No matter where we go, no matter what glittering lies we chase after, the Father never stops loving us and waiting for us to return.  No matter what we do, no matter the depths to which we sink, the Father never stops reaching down to pick us up.

You may say “You might as well be dead, Father!”  You may choose the distant country to live out your own will and plans.  You may squander what the Father gives you on temporary things with no real value.  And yet because of grace, the Father stands by the window, watching for you to come home from the distant country.  He has so much he wants to give you!
You may complain about how much work you’ve done, about how you’ve been neglected, about how you’ve gotten nothing for all your years of obedience and faithful service.  You may squander the gift of the Father’s presence, his daily provision, his constant love.  And yet because grace, the Father stands by the window, watching for you to come home from the fields.  He has so much he wants to give you!
Today the Father is looking, waiting, watching, for those who need to come home.  Is it I, Lord?  Is it I?  Amen.
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