Give Me My Share

Luke 15:11-32

The third of Jesus’ three parables in “God’s lost found department” - Luke 15 - is the longest
and most famous of the three. It is a story abdatraly—a father, an older son, and a younger

son.

The story begins when the younger son comes téather and says, “Give me my share of the
estate.” | have a feeling that for many of us, mgathis parable can put us into a state of
spiritual ‘auto-drive’. l.e., it is so familiar, wean easily shift our brains into cruise contraoid a
drive right by details that are not only importamiit would have caused the first hearer’s blood
pressure to spike! There are a couple of placésisnparable like that. So, let's slow down and
take it apart a bit.

First, let's talk about inheritance laws...In ancie¢imes, when a father died, the oldest son
always received “a double portion” of what any otbkild got. If there are two sons, the older
would get two-thirds of the estate and so the yeumgpuld get one-third. The people who first
heard this story, of course, knew that.

1. The meaning of the request—verses 11-12.

So the story opens with the younger son askindnione-third share of the inheritance. Now,
what did that mean, in practical terms? For oneghihe request was stunning, because an

inheritance, of course, was not divided up andibisted to the childrenantil the father died.

Numerous Biblical commentators have pointed out ithdiddle Eastern culture, to ask for an

inheritance while the Father is alivg,to wish him dead.

The request would then have been a disgrace ttathi#y name, because of the younger son’s
extraordinary disrespect for his father. We've ladlard of relationships between children and
parents that have disintegrated to the point wiaeohild will say, “I wish you were dead”. |
can’'t imagine any more difficult or hurtful worderfa parent to bear... it makes you want to
weep to hear that. But that’s what this son did.
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Another practical consideration here, to put this ia context for us today, is to think about how
this request would have affected the economic stgndf the family. Theirs was a different
economy, obviously; and Dad here, wouldn’t justayd and sell/ or transfer some stocks, or
write a check to his son. The wealth of this fatweuld have almost exclusively been in real
estate — his wealth was in his land. So to gettbmé of his net worth, he would have hadsil

a great deal of his land holdings. And this woudddnbeen extraordinarily painful.

I knew some folk years ago that helps me underdtaina bit. | was involved with a couple who
owned a guest house on the Jersey shore. It haditdeeir family for at least two generations.
They also owned a small parking lot across theestighis woman had a brother who had come
back from WWII, with what we would call today “Postaumatic Stress”, then they called it

“Shell Shock” and it went untreated. He was prettych ignored.

Pete had a very difficult time communicating, rarepoke, and kind of wandered around,
looking dazed. This woman took her brother in, &rdthe rest of his adult life, he lived under
their care at this ‘Guest house’. She cooked for, hook him to the doctor, all that — for nothing.
Just love. Well, one day, early summer, they wiiad the porch on the third floor, and “Pete”,
forgot; he got up in the middle of the night, walkaut the door, and fell to his death. Very sad.

But the story gets even more tragic. As they whrtugh Pete’s stuff, they discovered to their
amazement, that Pete had an investment portfolid, e was something of an investment
savant. This was over 20 years ago, and he hadtmeats worth well over $600,000. It also
turned out that on an impulse, he had changed iHigust weeks before, and left all his estate to
a local church. He was having second thoughts ahdjtand he told his sister that he was going

to change that on Monday. He made an appointmehthisg lawyer. And died on Sunday.

Well, as it turned out, his estate included notydhk investments, but he owned half the guest
house and parking lot. The family told the churthle don’t care about this money, be blessed
with it...” But the church decided to play hard balland demanded the value of Pete’s share of

the “estate” as well. Even though he had livedetier 50 years, for no expense.

Page?2 of 7
July 3-4, 2010 Pastor Steve Donat



Give Me My Share

Well, they didn't have the money. They tried figigiit, tried reasoning with the Church’s
trustees, and failed. And so, in their retiremémey were in danger of losing everything. They
considered selling the parking lot, but realizedt tthis would essentially make the guesthouse
worthless. Eventually, they had to take out a pristtge mortgage to pay off the church (who
already had the $600+k), now, in their 80s theystitepaying on that.

To lose family property — unjustly — is a devastgtblow. And | could see that in these people at
the time. And maybe that's why the Greek word tearanslated “property” here was chosen.
It's not the typical word describing ‘things you pwinstead, the word we find isios which
means, “life”. This younger brother asked for sdmmeg that was going to tear his fathelife
apart. He divided hisfe up for this son, since the father would have tbpsat of his estate in

order to give him his share.

In short, this request ripped the family apartwéts a relational and economic act of violence

against the family’s integrity.

Why would the younger son make such a request?
In his Confessions, Augustine gives us a theorywbf we humans do what we do, and
especially why we sin. He makes this thought prawplobservation:

“A man has murdered another man—what was his ntlgher he desired his wife or his
property or ... he would steal to support himselfietse he was afraid of losing something to
him; or ... having been injured, he was burning tadéenged.* Augustine goes on to say that
even a murderer murders becauseldwes somethingHe loves romance or wealth or his
reputation or something else too much, lovesatdinately,loves it more than God, and that is
why he murders.

So, Augustine says, that all of our hearts areodisti by “disordered loves.” We love, rest our

hearts in, and look to things that are ‘out of plamrder’; we are looking fahingsto give us the

! St. Augustine Confessions, trans. by H.Chadwickf¢él, 1998), Book 2:5.
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joy and meaning that they were never meant to §ie are looking for what only God can give
— but looking for sonthing else to give that.

So this younger son may have lived with his fathied may even have obeyed his father while
he was living there, but clearly, he didn’t loves iather.The thing he loved, ultimately, was
his father’s things, not his father His heart was set on the wealth and on the cdnffeedom
and status that he imagined only wealth could bhimg. That was the most important thing to
him.

His father, then, was just a means to an end. N@s\patience is over. He is tired of waiting for
the things heeally loved. He knew that his request would be like @ekm his father’s heart,
but he obviously didn't care. “Give me my share&’demands.

There is a great irony here, which we will retuondter in this series. But let me put it in your
mind, here now.

The two sons in the parable look very differenttlom surface. One runs off and lives a wild life,

unrestrained, self-indulgent... one stays home arg®hnd serves his father faithfully.

Yet at the end of the story, the older son is usiwith the father and he also humiliates him by
refusing to go into the great feast. This is tleeokon’s way of saying that he will not live ireth
same family with the younger son. So again the liasiintegrity and the father’s heart are under
attack — this time by the elder brother.

Why? The elder brother objedtsthe expensef what the father is doing, as we will see. latth
he shows his true love. He has been obeying therféad get his things, and not because he loves
him, since he is just as willing to put him to skeaas his younger brotheé3o both the older and
younger sons love the father’s things, but notfétieer.

2. The response to the request—verse 12b, 20-24.
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The younger son’s request to the father would reharked Jesus’ listeners, but the father's
responseis even more remarkable. Again, let's remember historic context. This was a

patriarchal society. In this society you were reedito show deference and reverence toward
those older or above you. This kind of contempt erslence would not have been tolerated.
Ordinarily, it would be met with outrage. The lisegs would have expected the father to

explode in wrath, to drive the son out - with blows

Instead, we read the simple words, “so he dividegfoperty [his life] between them.”

The older son and anyone else in the community dvbalve thought that the father was being
foolish to give in to the younger son’s requestt Bwking back, with the clarity of knowing
where this ended up, we know better. If the fatieat given in to rage, and had perhaps beaten
the young man or done something else severe torftomestoration would have ever happened.
The father’s heart would have been so hardenedouéthnot have been able to ever receive him

back, and the son may never have expected or wérgddther to do so.

By bearing the agony and pain of the son’s sin bBlimenstead of taking revenge, instead of
paying the son back by inflicting pain on him, tia¢her, in an amazing act of love and grace
kept the door open in the relationship. The fathas willing to suffer for the sin of the child, so

that some day reconciliation would be possiblef ¢@urse, we can see how the father in this

parable so powerfully represents God, the heaveatlyer, to us!)

3. What have we see so far?
First, the parable teaches us that whether wereekgious, free-wheeling, “younger brother”
types or moral, religious “elder brother” types, Wwave a basic human problem with what

Augustine calls “inordinate love” or idols of thedrt.

For example, imagine a woman who has a husband spbads hours with another woman
talking about all his and her problems, and he dge&ling with this woman, and he talks and

thinks about her incessantly. So the wife conframs husband and he says, “What's the

Pageb of 7
July 3-4, 2010 Pastor Steve Donat



Give Me My Share

problem? | married you, didn’t 1? | pay the mortgagon’t I? | do all my duties, don't I? If

someone asks, | say you are my wife. Why are yaupset?” ...Its your heart.

Many are like the elder brother. We may obey &l ihles, but our real heart and true passion is
something else—our career, or making money, orcbildren, or peer acceptance, success. If
anything has a controlling position in our heart, if #mypg is more important to our happiness
than God, and what God desires for us — thenthinag) is a “god” to us, an “inordinate love.”
And it is going to lead us to disappointment andngess... because it is out of place. It doesn’t

fit right, it will eventually hurt us.

It is, | think, more than a happenstance that tadayservice of Holy Communion. I'm going to

extend the invitation of Christ to you in a few mamts — to come to his table of Grace. But |
will invite you to come recognizing these things What they are. Do you see any ‘inordinate
loves’ in your own heart and life? Once we seedhggs for what they are, what can be done

about them? Let the Spirit lead you.

A second thing we've seen; we should not miss tthis:parable reminds us that our Lord has
done for us what the father in the parable didhisrson. When God came into this world, we
could have expected him to come in wrath, to appedrdrive us out with blows and fury. To
come with anger against our sin — the kind of trimag we see in the Old Testament. But he did
not. He didn’t come with a sword in his hand, buthwnails in his hands. He didn’'t come to

bring judgment, but tdoearour judgment.

Jesus went to the cross in weakness, and thetataaly, his life was literally torn apart. And
for his only property left, his garment, they clags. But he did it so that, when we repent, when
we turn back to him, empty handed, like the yourgyer, we can know that forgiveness and

reconciliation is now available.

And how does this help us with our “disordered BJ?eObjectively, it means there is real, true

forgiveness for us. Complete, full pardon. Our gigsildealt with by Jesus’ blood. Subjectively,
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(as we talked about in our Lenten series) wheneeetlse absolute beauty of what Jesus has done

for us, the purity of his love for us, the integsif his ‘furious longing’, it captures our hearts.

Money can’t die for us, popularity can’t die for.uBhere is nothing more beautiful in all of
reality than the picture of a perfectly completeiri§e leaving all the bliss of heaven, and

sacrificing everything for the sake of rebelliouadeserving, ungrateful people.

The more you look at Jesus doing that, the morewiluove him above anyone or anything
else. He will capture your heart so that nothindgtera more than he does. When you see what

he’s done for you, it makes the worst times of tiéarable.

But interestingly, it also puts the best times idifferent context. We can be grateful, joyful in
these gifts, appreciative... but we know, that thierenore to our source of joy than the
circumstances of our lives. At the center of outyMeeing is something the world didn’t give to

us. How great the Father’s love for us!
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