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The banner on your website says that this church is ‘Open, inclusive, welcoming’.   That statement delivers many messages.  For example it says that we believe that all are made in the image of God – so it is not for us to pick and choose on the basis of age or colour or sexuality or gender or education or wealth or anything else.  It says that as a church we are learning to be good at the things which this church is good at  - set in the midst of a secular society, we try to be a place in which those who want to explore the deep questions of life and faith in an open and non-dogmatic way can do so, a place were people can try out community in an age of individualism.

The gospel reading invites us to hear that ‘open, inclusive, welcoming’ banner in a new and deeper way – most of all to set it in the context of unconditional love and forgiveness.  And there is a neat irony that we should listen to the story commonly called ‘The Prodigal Son’ on Mothering Sunday – since the story might better be called ‘The Forgiving Father’

The best dictionary attempt at a definition of the word Prodigal is ‘wastefully extravagant’.  And the way in which the story is told suggests that this is not just careless waste – it is a person who is self-centred and self-absorbed – a person who feels entitled to have what he wants and to dispose of it as he wishes.  He says to his father, ‘give me the share … ‘ and he squanders his property in dissolute living.  Eventually as with all addictions, he reaches the bottom, the place from which there is nowhere else to go.  It is from that point that his journey back towards his father begins – a journey cut short by the way in which his father rushes out to meet him.

Religion has caused enough trouble in this world by seeking to burden people with guilt.  Yet this story is a way of looking at the universal human condition – and at God.  We may not be personally dissolute.  But we are part of a society which is.  We are slowly emerging from the deepest economic recession in several generation – the dissolute living of a society which borrowed – took its money ahead of time as the Prodigal Son did from his father – and wasted it.  I’m thinking too of the casino prodigality of the banks – yesterdays news that Lehmann Brothers hid billions of pounds in losses by shifting them on and off the balance sheet by accounting sleight of hand each quarter.  I’m thinking of part of live which concerns me greatly as a person who travels constantly – my carbon footprint.  I consume the resources of the planet ahead of time, careless of the needs of those who will come after.
If you believe yourself to be on a spiritual journey – exploring, testing, thinking, praying, wondering about the nature of God – this story introduces us to a paradox.  Where will we find God?   The answer is that we shall find God when we turn from our extravagantly wasteful living and recognise that we need him.  We may be interested in the God who is abstract idea and source of interesting discussion.  But we do not quite need him.  The God we need is the one who is open, inclusive and welcoming to those who have done everything not to deserve that welcome. 

And one other thing – if our aspiration is to build community in which all are welcome, all are accepted, all are included … this story offers us the spiritual basis for that.  It’s not just that we should be non-discriminatory.  More that we should recognise that we share the fatted calf of God’s banquet because God welcomes and forgives those who do not deserve it.  And God’s welcome is no more and no less offered to the prudent elder son that to the profligate younger son.  It’s just that God isn’t like that.
Finally the words that really hit home are these – ‘this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found’  As we move through the pentitential season of Lent towards Holy Week, Good Friday and Easter, those words remind us of the centrality of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ – remind us of the significance of our baptism when we are baptised into the death of Christ that we may walk with him in the newness of his risen life.  We rejoice in God’s welcome – because it is his gift to us.
