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“Jesus Saves Us When We Are Lost In Our Own Self Importance”


The Fourth Sunday in Lent							          March 14, 2010
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								               Isaiah 12:1-6
Epistle Lesson									II Corinthians 5:16-21
Gospel Lesson								                 Luke 15:1-3, 11-32


Well, I got home last night about 1:30, and about 5:55 this morning the phone rang and it was Mrs. Klemz.  She said, “No way is Roger going to be there today.”  So here we are.  I’m going to do the best I can, with what I’ve got, in the time I had.  So, here we are.

The theme for today, on the Fourth Sunday in Lent, is that “Jesus Saves Us When We Are Lost In Our Own Self Importance”--lost in our own self importance.  A long time ago I heard this phrase, and I agree with it.  Some people want to argue it, but I don’t really think it’s arguable when you think about it.  It goes like this, “The purpose of practice is the elimination of thought.”  “The purpose of practice is the elimination of thought.”  It makes perfectly good sense when you think about a book I have at home.  I have a book written by Henny Youngman, the comedian.  The name of the book is “How Do You Like Me So Far?”—“How Do You Like Me So Far?”  If you think about the way people go through life, how many people go through life wondering, “How do you like me so far?”  Now you balance that with the idea that the purpose of practice is the elimination of thought.  Thought about what?  Have you ever gone to a music recital?  And at this music recital there is a young person who hasn’t practiced very much.  What is that young person thinking about?  That young person is thinking about himself or herself.  That person is constantly asking, “How am I doing so far?”  Thinking about the notes, “Where what finger goes at what time.”  On the other hand, if you go to a music recital and somebody actually knows what they’re doing, they aren’t thinking about themselves at all.  They’re thinking about the music.  How do they get to the point where they can think about the music?  They can think about the music because they have practiced to the point that the music flows through them naturally.  And they sit down at the instrument or they pick up the instrument and they play the music--the purpose of practice is the elimination of thought.  

Those of you who are sport minded, here we are in March.  I like to watch basketball in March, and what I look for as I watch basketball teams is this:  In how many instances is team going to transcend ego?  In how many of these games is team going to transcend ego?  I just love to watch five guys out there on the floor who aren’t thinking about themselves, who aren’t thinking about their statistics.  They’ve played together with their teammates all season, and they know instinctively where their teammates are going to be, and they go out and they play basketball.  It is fun to watch somebody who is not thinking about themselves but thinking about the game that they are playing.  That’s the way it is for us in life.  

When I was back in seminary, there was an argument going on amongst the students.  Some of the students said, “In preaching you have to realize that most people’s problem is that they don’t like themselves very much.  You have to, in your preaching, lift them up.  You have to make them feel good about themselves.”  And other people said, “No, no, no.  The problem with people is that they think too much of themselves.  They have too much pride, and so the job in preaching is to knock them down.”  This argument would go on—back and forth—“What’s the problem with people?  Do they love themselves too much?  Do they hate themselves too much?”  The problem is we think about ourselves too much.  That’s the problem—we think about ourselves too much.  And whether we are thinking about ourselves and how great we are, or if we’re thinking about ourselves and how bad we are, the problem is that we are thinking about ourselves.  We are like the little girl at the piano recital who didn’t practice enough, and she has to think so much about what she’s doing that she can’t play the music.  And that’s what happens to us.  If we are all wrapped up in what’s wrong with ourselves we’ll never play the music that is our life.  And if we are all wrapped up in how good we are, we will never play the music that is our life either.

One of the main emphases of the Gospel is this:  it is not about you.  It is not about you.  It is about God who has created you; it is about God who gives you life; it is about God who has redeemed you; it is about God who lives in you to help you play the music that he has given you to play in your life.  And if you focus on him, and if you practice focusing on him, then you can quit thinking about yourself, and you can play the music God has given you to play.  

In this Gospel Lesson it says here that Jesus is sitting with tax collectors and sinners.  They gathered around to hear him.  These are people who were constantly beaten down and told they were no good.  They were told God wants nothing to do with them:  “Look at what moral failures you are.  Look at all the things you do wrong.”  A sinner was a person who couldn’t possibly do anything right; and the sinner was always supposed to be walking around head down, feeling bad about himself or herself—feeling on the outside.  Jesus went and spoke to them.  He said, “No, that’s not it at all.  God has come to you, to get you out of that, to get you focused on him, because you have a song to sing for God.”  Think about him not yourself, and you can do it.  

But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  You see, their problem was they kept asking the question:  “How do you like me so far God?  How am I doing so far?”  And the answer always was, “I’m doing real well!  Thank you, God--nothing wrong with me.”  But they could never play the music that God gave them to play because all they could think about was themselves.  

So you have two groups of people here:  The sinners, who think about themselves and how bad they are; and the Pharisees, who think about themselves and how good they are.  So Jesus tells them a parable.  A man had two sons.  The one son is so occupied with himself.  He’s so lost in his own self-importance that he goes to his father and says, “I wish you were dead.  Give my inheritance to me right now, because I’ll have nothing to do with you.  It’s about me.  And it’s about what you owe me.  Give it to me now.  It’s my due.”  And the father gave it to him, and the son goes and squanders it all.  And once he squandered it all, what is he thinking about?  He’s thinking about himself.  He doesn’t say, “What a fool I’ve been.”  He says, “Man this food is awful.  Man this is a lousy bed.  This is a terrible place where I live.  I deserve better than this.  Where can I possibly get better than this?  I can go home; I could be a hired hand and I’d be better off than I am here.”  And so he goes home to be a servant—to be a slave—not to be a son.  He doesn’t go home to be part of the family.  He goes home because he thinks he’ll get a better deal there.

So he’s on his way home and here’s one of the great uses of one of the most important words in the Bible—“but.”  But while he was a long way off.  But while he was a long way off, the father had compassion on him--because the father loved him, because the father had gotten beyond thinking about himself.  Now, when you take this parable and you read it to people who live in the Arab world, they hate this story.  They think it’s the stupidest story you could possibly tell.  It is a stupid story because no self-respecting father would ever act this way.  No self-respecting father would ever allow himself to be dealt with this way.  He would have shunned that son, because every self-respecting father would have been thinking about himself.  Then you try to tell a Muslim, “But you see the story isn’t about some typical man, it’s about God.”  Then they get really angry because they say, “God would never do that!  God would never lower himself to that!  God has more dignity than that!  God thinks more highly of himself than that.”  And so the Muslim world hates the story of the Prodigal Son.  

“But while he was a long way off, the father had compassion on him.”  And then when the father runs to him and gets to him, the son says, “Well here’s the deal.  I want to come home.  I want to be a servant.  I want to be a slave.  I don’t want to be part of the family.  I just want to have a better place.”  In the middle of that, the father says, “Oh, shut up.  Bring a robe and put it on him.  Bring sandals and put them on his feet.  Bring a ring a put it on his finger.  Because I don’t care what he wants, he’s going to be part of the family.”  And so the father’s compassion and his love and his desire to have his son back in his family overcomes the son’s self-importance.  

Then the second son, he hears the party.  He says, “What’s this about?”  His father goes out to him and humbles himself before him and says, “Well, your brother has come back.”  If you read it carefully you’ll notice that the second brother never uses the word brother and he never uses the word father.  He says, “This, your son, not my brother.  And you are not my father.  You never treated me this way.  I’ve always done everything right.”  He’s so full of himself; he’s so full of his own self-importance that he can’t in any way buy into the compassionate love that his father is showing to his brother.  He won’t even call him brother; he won’t even call him father:  “If that’s the way it’s going to be I want nothing to do with it.”  So the parable is about human beings and their love of their own self-importance.  

So what does God bring to overcome the self-importance?  He brings his self-giving, compassionate nature in Jesus Christ on the cross.  And from the cross he says, “If all you can do is think about what a loser you are, come to me all you who labor and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.  Because I love you, I created you, I will redeem you, I will forgive your sins, I will lift you up.  I want you to be freed to sing the song I have given you to sing.”  And from the cross Jesus turns to these others and says, “You know, if you’re all hung up on yourself and you think you’re so wonderful, what I want to tell you is that you really aren’t.  You’re all in the same boat.  I have come to tell you that you have nothing to show me, but I have something to show you—my broken heart.  I will bring you back into the family of God.  When you come back into the family of God, I will show you how to call me father, how to call these people sister, how to call these people brother.”  That’s what God introduces into the situation—this loving, compassionate nature expressed in Jesus Christ on the cross.

Jesus does this because we ask the question:  “What’s more important than me?  What’s more important than me?”  And from his cross Jesus comes to us and says, “You know what’s more important than you?--this family into which I have put you.  This family into which I have put you is more important than you are.  This marriage into which you have freely entered is more important than you are.  This child in need of somebody’s help, somebody’s care, somebody’s charity, somebody’s love is more important than you are.  The work of God through your congregation is more important than you are.  So if your feelings got hurt, get over it because the work of God is more important than you.  The friendship that you’ve had with somebody for fifteen years is more important than you in this moment.  Hope for this world is more important than you.”

Nobody knows what either of these sons did.  And that’s the way Jesus told a parable.  He told these things where they have no ending.  There’s no conclusion.  You don’t know if the younger son stayed and became a good son—you don’t know that.  He may have taken off and said, “I don’t want to do this.”  Nobody knows what the older son did.  Nobody knows, because Jesus takes this parable and he drops it in your lap.  He says, “Here, you write the ending.  You write the ending.”  There’s only one person in this parable that we know what he’s going to do, and that’s the father.  We know that the father is going to reach out.  The father in humility and compassion is going to reach out and say, “Here, come back.  Be part of this family.  Call me father.  Call that person sister.  Call this person brother.  Come back.”  We know that’s what he’s going to do, and we know that that’s what God’s going to do.  But now he drops it in your lap, and he says, “What are you going to do?  What are you going to do?  Are you going to continue to live in the depressive state in which you live?  Thinking how bad your life is and how everyone picks on you, and how bad everything is for you, and how everything has gone wrong in your life?  Are you going to continue to go through life with your own self-importance, your own focus on yourself?  Or are you going to set that aside and are you going to pick up the music God gave you to play?  And are you going to focus on him to do it?”  “Are you going to keep asking, `How am I doing so far?  I’m doing pretty good, aren’t I?  Yup.  A lot better than she is.  A lot better than he is.’”  Is that what we’re going to keep doing or are we going to come before the Lord and say, “You know what?  I’m in the same boat as everybody else.  Lord, you help me.  You help me.  Be my forgiveness.  Be my life.”

So today we hear the parable of the Prodigal Son, and we leave here this morning and we write our own personal ending.  We write our ending. 

We sang a couple of really nice songs here this morning.  One is “I love you, Lord, and I lift my voice to worship you.  Rejoice, my King, in what you hear, may it be a sweet, sweet sound in Your ear.”  You see, that’s what God wants us to get too.  That we, by living our Christian life, think less and less about ourselves, less and less about how bad we are or how good we are, and more and more about how God is giving us life day by day.  And we give it back to him.  We lift our voice to sing his praise—may my life be a sweet, sweet sound in your ear.  

And the other great song we sang is “The Lord of the Dance.”  The dance is your life—it’s our life.  It’s what God has put us here to do.  Jesus assures us that he is the Lord of the Dance which is our life.  He tells us, “I have given you to this world, and I will lead you on in the dance.”  The purpose of practice is the elimination of thought.  The purpose of the Gospel is a blessed self forgetfulness to live out the song that God has given us to live.  Amen.
