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 A Heart for the Struggle, A Hope for the World

James Weldon Johnson begins his sermon on the Prodigal Son with these memorable words,

Young man,

Young man,

Your arms are too short to box with God.

These words came to me as I was thinking about the young man in our story this morning, living among the tombs, cut off from the ordinary comforts of community, shunned by his family and his neighbors, friendless and alone, without a mother or a father, without a sister or a brother. Without a place to call home he lived more like an animal than a human being. Without clothes he was stripped of his dignity and his humanity. He knew from bitter personal experience the truth of the words we shared with the psalmist this morning, “My tears have been my food day and night.” Pushed to the precipice that separates life from death he discovered that his arms were too short to box with God, and so he turned to Jesus. Jesus casts out the demon and then does something quite extraordinary.

The man, now clothed in his right mind, commits himself to Christ. The text says he “begged” to go with Jesus. But Jesus refuses his request. In the beginning of the gospel, Jesus calls to Simon Peter and Andrew and tells them, “Come and follow me.” To Levi, the tax collector, he says, “Come and follow me.” He tells the rich young ruler, “Sell all you have and give it to the poor, and come and follow me.” Everywhere in the gospels we read about great crowds of people following Jesus into the wilderness and into the city and onto the mountain side. “Come and follow me,” is Jesus’ refrain. But here is a man who begs to follow Jesus and Jesus refuses his request. He turns him down, and sends him away, and tells him. “Go back home and tell the others what the Lord has done for you.”

It is a dangerous assignment. The text does not say this but we must assume that these are the very folk that tried to tie him down with chains. They were clearly afraid of him. Not only that, but when Jesus cast out the demons he sent them into a herd of pigs that ran into the sea. I have always been troubled by that part of the story. Why did he send them into the pigs? I have never understood why he did that. Commentators have various explanations for this drastic action. Some draw parallels to the story of the Exodus and the drowning the Egyptians. Others see a comparison between the pigs and the legion of Roman soldiers, both unclean. It is possible for a story to have more than one interpretation, and both of these explanations are plausible. One does not exclude the other. But I’ve never been satisfied with either one. Why did Jesus send these evil spirits into the pigs? 

I have wondered about that for several years. Every time I read the story this scene bothers me. I think about the economic impact this act had on the farmer and his family and members of his community. He was, after all, the bread winner for his family. One moment his economic future looked secure, and the next moment it was gone, running head long into the sea. He did nothing to cause it and he could nothing to prevent it. It’s just one of those things I have never understood why Jesus sent the demons into the pigs. 

And now Jesus is telling this man who used to live among the tombs to go back the community where this farmer and his family and friends live and proclaim the good news. Anyone clothed in their right mind would say, “Mission Impossible.” A counselor might at least tell the man to take a vacation for a few weeks and let things cool down. But Luke ends the story with these words, “The man went away, proclaiming throughout the whole city how much Jesus had done for him.”

Our temptation, or at last mine, the way I have always read that story up until this week, has been to focus on the exchange between the man who is healed and Jesus. I have wondered how the farmer did after he lost all his pigs, but I never really thought much about the town folk. My reading of the story has always focused on the man and Jesus. But this week after reading that story I don’t know how many times, I heard it in a new way. The story is not just about this individual and his encounter with Jesus, it is also about the community and the failure of community and what it takes to restore a community to health. The man is not the only one in chains. The community is shackled by the chains of fear. 

The man is sent back to his home town to tell them what he has learned. His arms are too short to box with God, and so are theirs. We are not meant to face life alone. We are not designed for life among the tombs. We are not equipped to fight with God or one another. That is what the man has to tell his community. Their arms are too short to box with God. Perfect love casts out fear, the Bible teaches. Make love, not fear, your guiding star. Once I made this connection, the problem of the farmer and his pigs fell into place.  They are not an incidental or accidental adjunct to the story. They are the man’s livelihood and the economic base of his community.

The world today needs healing. We ourselves need to be healed. Our world, our economy, our communities need to be healed. As I read this story today, with my new eyes, I see that Jesus will not rescue us and he does not offer us with a utopian plan that will solve all our problems. He does not promise the man, “Don’t worry, everything will be fine. Just do what I tell you. I’ll take care of it.” No, he does not say that. He only tells the man, “You must go to your own people and tell them in your own words what God has done for you.” And to equip him for this great task, Jesus gives him a heart for the struggle and a message of hope for the world. 

Today this same word is given to us. For like the pigs in the story, our economy has run into the sea and now it is polluting our shores and destroying communities and robbing people of their livelihood. And we need a heart for the struggle and a message of hope for the world. Two noble prize winning economists, Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen, and a French economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi have written a new book on economics that carries the provocative title, Mis-Measuring Our Lives. In the Forward to this little book, French President Nicolas Sarkozy has penned these words, quoting these outstanding economists, “One of the reasons that most people may perceive themselves as being worse off even though the Gross Domestic Product is increasing is because they are indeed worse off. (Mis-measuring our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up, New York: The New Press). President Sarkozy himself writes, “The intellectual, moral, and political battle has begun between those who want everything to go back to the way things were before, because they are unable to change the way they think or out of self-interest, and those who are convinced that nothing can stay the same as before and that change must come as quickly as possible.” We need a heart for this struggle and a message of hope for the world. The good news is that there are thousands of economists and others now working to move and push our economy in a new direction. We can stop mis-measuring our lives and begin to create new ways to value ourselves, each other, our communities and our environment. 

Today we need to hear this message of Jesus for violence has taken possession of our lives and our imagination. The war in Afghanistan is now the longest in U.S. history. Reports out this past week tell us that the number of suicides in the military is at an all time high. A new documentary is being released this week. It is called, Restrepo. It is the story of a U.S. military unit that spent a year fighting in the most remote valley in Afghanistan. They held their position for a year, and then the commanders decided it was the wrong war, fought in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and they abandoned the outpost. I find it a metaphor for the war itself. 

Johan Galung a world leader in non-violence and teacher in non-violence tells us that it is easier to achieve disarmament through peace than it is to achieve peace through disarmament. In other words, dialogue, building community, establishing human contact with one another and even and especially those whom we have branded as enemies, will make disarmament possible. There is no other way. Let me quote these words from Professor Galung, “Nonviolence is a moral commitment to change society, even the world, but not by violence. Nonviolence is a very concrete strategy, a way of acting… that has to be lernt. The commitment is necessary… but it is not sufficient. Training is also needed. Together we can and shall be able to move mountains.” We must have a heart for the struggle if we want to bring the hope of non-violence to the world.  I believe the people aboard the Mavi Marmara have this heart and this hope. That is why more flotillas are planned for this year. One of these promised flotillas involves two boats of Jewish women from Germany who have said they intend to go to Gaza later this year.  

Closer to our own shore, the Gulf of Mexico is being smothered under a blanket of oil. It is the voice of the people in communities along the Gulf coast and the public witness of people in communities across the nation and around the world that is pressing for change and calling for accountability, and demanding that we find new and better ways to live. If nothing else is clear, this much is clear, it will take sustained public interest and pressure to bring about a new energy policy. We the people are the ones who must have a heart for this struggle.   

So on this Father’s Day, I want to encourage all of us and especially to the father’s among us, the gifts to give your children three gifts. First, give them the gift of your presence. I glad when parents tell me, “I can’t be in church this Sunday because I am going to be with my son or my daughter at this event or that event.” I am not glad that the event has been scheduled for Sunday morning. But I am glad that the parent cares enough about the church to let me and us know where they will be and why they won’t be here. And I am glad they have made the choice to be with their child. So, my first word to you, fathers and parents, is give your children the gift of your presence. Second, give them the gift of your care and wisdom, your love and your encouragement. Tell your children you love them. And third, give your children a heart for the struggle and a message of hope to share with the world. 

Let me close with a story about how it all began. The first Father’s Day was in 1908. The service was held in the Williams Memorial Methodist Episcopal Church in Fairmount, West Virginia. Mrs. Grace Golden Clayton was a member of the church. She was a preacher’s kid, now a grown woman and with a family of her own. In the early months of 1908, Grace was remembering a story she’d read in the newspaper about a terrible disaster in the Monongah coal mines the previous December. On Dec. 6, 1907, there was an explosion in the mine that killed 360 men, 215 of whom were fathers. Their deaths left over a thousand children without a father. Grace was thinking about those men, their wives and their children, and she was thinking about her own father when she went to her pastor and asked if he would lead a service to honor fathers. She picked July 5, the day that was closest to her own father’s birthday. And that’s how it began. There is no record of the service that was held that day and we don’t know what the pastor said. But we do know that today people around the world celebrate father’s day. And we know that we are blessed because when Mrs. Clayton heard the cries of a hurting world she knew her arms were too short to box with God. 

