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Barriers to Belief: What Keeps Us at a Distance

Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32


Last weekend I led a retreat for a leadership group in another congregation. During our time together we tried to be mindful of perspective. Were there issues we needed to zoom in on? When might we need to zoom out to get a different perspective? Where did we need to look at things differently?


As we closed the first night of the retreat I shared a story by one of my favorite storytellers. It’s a story about a time when perspective mattered. Here’s how the storyteller remembers that time in his life:

One of the keepsakes in the cardboard box marked “THE GOOD STUFF” is a small paper bag. Lunch size. Though the top is sealed with duct tape, staples, and several paper clips, there is a ragged rip in one side through which the contents may be seen.

This particular lunch sack has been in my care for maybe fourteen years. But it really belongs to my daughter, Molly. Soon after she came of school age, she became an enthusiastic participant in packing the morning lunches for herself, her brothers, and me. Each bag got a share of sandwiches, apples, milk money, and sometimes a note or a treat. One morning Molly handed me two bags as I was about to leave. One regular lunch sack. And the one with the duct tape and staples and paper clips.

“Why two bags?”

“The other one is something else.”

“What’s in it?”

“Just some stuff—take it with you.”

Not wanting to hold court over the matter, I stuffed both sacks into my briefcase, kissed the child, and rushed off.

At midday, while hurriedly scarfing down my real lunch, I tore open Molly’s bag and shook out the contents. Two hair ribbons, three small stones, a plastic dinosaur, a pencil stub, a tiny seashell, two animal crackers, a marble, a used lipstick, a small doll, two chocolate kisses, and thirteen pennies.

I smiled. How charming. Rising to hustle off to all the important business of the afternoon, I swept the desk clean—into the wastebasket—leftover lunch, Molly’s junk, and all. There wasn’t anything in there I needed.

That evening Molly came to stand beside me while I was reading the paper. “Where’s my bag?”

“What bag?”

“You know, the one I gave you this morning.”

“I left it in the office, why?”

“I forgot to put this note in it.” She hands over the note. “Besides, I want it back.”

“Why?”

“Those are my things in the sack, Daddy, the ones I really like—I thought you might like to play with them, but now I want them back. You didn’t lose the bag, did you, Daddy?” Tears puddled in her eyes.

“Oh no, I just forgot to bring it home,” I lied.

“Bring it tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure thing—don’t worry.”

As she hugged my neck with relief, I unfolded the note that had not got into the sack: “I love you, Daddy.”

Oh. And also—uh-oh.

I looked long at the face of my child. She was right—what was in that sack was “something else.”

Molly had given me her treasures. All that a seven-year-old held dear. Love in a paper sack. And I had missed it. Not only missed it, but had thrown it in the wastebasket because “there wasn’t anything in there I needed.”


It was a long trip back to the office. But there was nothing else to be done. So I went. The pilgrimage of a penitent. Just ahead of the janitor, I picked up the wastebasket and poured the contents on my desk. After washing the mustard off the dinosaurs and spraying the whole thing with breath-freshener to kill the smell of onions, I carefully smoothed out the wadded ball of brown paper into a semifunctional bag and put the treasures inside and carried the whole thing home gingerly, like an injured kitten.

The next evening I returned it to Molly, no questions asked, no explanations offered. The bag didn’t look so good, but the stuff was all there and that’s what counted. After dinner I asked her to tell me about the stuff in the sack, and so she took it all out a piece at a time and placed the objects in a row on the dining room table.

It took a long time to tell. Everything had a story, a memory, or was attached to dreams and imaginary friends. Fairies had brought some of the things. And I had given her the chocolate kisses, and she had kept them for when she needed them. I managed to say, “I see” very wisely several times in the telling. And as a matter of fact, I did see.

To my surprise, Molly gave the bag to me once again several days later. Same ratty bag. Same stuff inside. I felt forgiven. And trusted. And loved. And a little more comfortable wearing the title of Father. Over several months the bag went with me from time to time. It was never clear to me why I did or did not get it on a given day. I began to think of it as the Daddy Prize and tried to be good the night before so I might be given it the next morning.

In time Molly turned her attention to other things . . . found other treasures . . . lost interest in the game . . . grew up. Something. Me? I was left holding the bag. She gave it to me one morning and never asked for it in return. And so I have it still.

Sometimes I think of all the times in this sweet life when I must have missed the affection I was being given. A friend calls this “standing knee-deep in the river and dying of thirst.”

So the worn paper sack is there in the box. Left over from a time when a child said, “Here—this is the best I’ve got. Take it—it’s yours. Such as I have, give I to thee.”

I missed it the first time. But it’s my bag now.

Perspective. How often do we miss what we most need to see or hear or receive? How often is that gift at our fingertips, but our perspective keeps us at a distance and prevents us from receiving it?

Perspective seems to be a theme in another story about another family. It’s a story we heard this morning from Luke’s gospel.

This parable may seem so familiar we can’t imagine seeing something new in it. In fact, homiletics professor Tom Long says the story has come to have “all the bland predictability of a biblical theme park.” And so the “awful, relationship-shattering words, ‘Give me my share of the inheritance,’ leave us unruffled because we can already hear the musicians tuning up for the joyful dance jig at the end.” The son’s anguished cry that ‘I am no longer worthy to be called your son” leaves us untouched “because the aroma of fatted calf roasting on the spit wafts over the narrative and covers up the fetid stench of the pigsty.” We know the boy’s coming home. He always does.

But Long contends that the “power brownout” in the story isn’t just the result of its being overly familiar. “Countless repetitions have transformed what was once a parable with trap doors and mysterious and unexpected depths into an Aesop’s fable, an anecdote with a prosaic moral tag. Instead of knocking our socks off with the surprise of the father improbably hiking up his skirts and dashing down the road shouting for joy and calling for ‘A robe! A ring! And sandals!,’ the story coos a little cultural wisdom in our ear: ‘Hey, no matter how badly you have messed up life, pick yourself up. A ready supply of forgiveness is waiting, and you can start over where you left off.’”

Seeing this parable as simply a comeback story views it from the wrong perspective. Saying, “Head home where a feast will always be waiting for you,” misses the point.

As Long points out, “It is not our remorse that forces God to set the banquet table; it is not our deep desire to start over again that leads God to roast the fatted calf. We cannot throw our own party. By all rights, this story ought to end with the younger son sweating in the furrows, eating in the slave quarters, and spending his days serving his older brother. So if we prodigals see the father running in our direction with open arms, we should know in our souls that this is an event so unexpected, so undeserved, so out of joint with all that life should bring us, that we fall down in awe before this joyful mystery.”

And maybe it’s this perspective we need to have as we approach this year’s stewardship campaign. Not one that keeps us at a distance because we feel too unworthy, too broken, too damaged, too guilty. But rather one that allows us to see ourselves in relation to the radical and abundant gift of love that God offers us. A gift we haven’t earned, but a gift that calls us to see who we are and what we have in a new way.

How often do we see the financial pledges we make during our stewardship campaign from the perspective of underwriting our church budget? Or the time and talent we commit as simply helping out at CBC or in the larger community?

Maybe that perspective keeps us at a distance from a new vision for our stewardship. Maybe what we need is to shift our perspective so that we can see all of our giving as responding to the love we’ve received from God. To recognize that the gifts we pledge—whether of money or time or energy or talents—are about so much more than simply supporting an individual congregation.

One more story. Another one about a family. Another one about the importance of perspective.

A father and a son were jogging in their urban neighborhood. As they ran, the son shared what he was learning in seminary about urban ministry. The father, who pastored an inner-city congregation, also shared some of his experiences.

About halfway through their jog, the father and son decided to phone ahead for a pizza. As they headed for a pay phone, a homeless man approached and asked them for spare change. The father reached into the pockets of his sweat pants and pulled out two handfuls of coins. “Here,” he said to the homeless man. “Take what you need.”

Hardly believing his good fortune, the homeless man said, “I’ll take it all.” He scooped the coins into his own hands and went on his way.

It only took a second for the father to realize that now he didn’t have any change for the phone. “Pardon me,” he called the homeless man. “I need to make a call. Can you spare some change?”

The homeless man turned and held out the two handfuls of coins. “Here,” he said. “Take what you need.”

Perspective. It allows us to put aside whatever may keep us at a distance so that we may come close enough to truly see the gifts that fill our lives. To hear the divine voice that says, “Here. Take what you need.” And then to recognize our opportunity to respond to that abundant gift of God’s love by sharing gifts of our own. Amen.
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�adapted from Robert Fulghum, It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It (New York: Villard Books, 1988), pp. 27-31.
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