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“Far from Home”
Genesis 3:1-7, 22-24; Luke 15:11-13 September 25, 2016

Have you ever found yourself far from home? I don’t mean 
a place measured by the number of miles away, but a place 
that is unfamiliar, where the old ways of seeing and doing 
don’t apply, and where everything is turned upside down.  
For some, the first year away at school can feel like life in a 
strange land. A new job in a new city can be a difficult and 
lonely place to work and to live. We think about soldiers 
in Iraq and Afghanistan far from family, facing danger and 
hostility every day, and wondering if old friends back home 
are thinking of them. We can even be in a familiar place and 
through the twists and turns of life feel like the world as we 
have known it has come apart.  

The Bible tells the story of a young man who finds himself 
far from home. When the story begins, the young man 
is at home with his family. The scene is barely set before 
the son approaches his father and asks for his share of the 
inheritance. The young man wants to try his wings and 
strike out on his own. We can imagine that when he was 
young, he accepted his parents’ do’s and don’ts:  

Don’t stand behind that animal boy, it will kick you…  
Watch out for the fire, son, it will burn you...  
We expect you to be home tonight by sundown…  
Always be honest and tell the truth…  
Soon, the rules begin to cramp his style and get under 

his skin. Now the boy, hardly a man at all, claims he is 
ready to manage life on his own. He wants to be free. The 
father wants his son to be free, too. This is why his parents 
gave him all that advice and even set so many limits. They 
want him to be free to grow to be a mature person able to 
make responsible decisions. This is the crux of the matter.  
Helmut Thielicke says that the father and son have different 
ideas of freedom. The son wants to be free to do what he 
wants to do, when he wants to do it and with whomever 
he chooses to do it.  The father wants the son to be free as 
well - free to become all that God created him to be (The 
Waiting Father). 

In a study of the religious life of emerging young adults, 
Christian Smith and Patricia Snell note that young adults 
want to become “autonomous and sovereign individuals.” 
They want to be free, but the problem is that they often do 

not know what to do with that freedom. They have grown up 
in a world in which “all knowledge and value are historically 
conditioned and culturally relative.” Many were not given 
the moral and spiritual values to make good decisions about 
what to do and where to go. They write that the “signs 
are evident that many already find these culturally given 
[indulgent pleasures], default purposes, amusements, and 
thrills unsatisfying, if not outright wounding” (pp. 292-94, 
Souls in Transition). 

God wants us to be free to live responsibly as God’s 
children...free from slavery to our unbridled passions 
and unhealthy desires...free from our selfishness and 
childishness…free from our sinfulness and our illusions.  
If we are not free from our own worst selves, we can find 
ourselves lost in a far country where we lose our capacity 
for healthy relationships and loving community. In such a 
strange place, we cannot see beyond our vain imaginations 
and petty schemes. Sometimes, the worst thing that can 
happen to us is to get exactly what we want.  

The astonishing thing is that the father lets the boy go.  
Not only does he let him go, he gives him the share of the 
family property that will come to him at the father’s death.  
Such an act would have been seen as total foolishness. In 
the ancient world, asking his father for the property is the 
same thing as wishing his father dead.  

Adam and Eve want to be free. They want to decide for 
themselves what is right and what is wrong. In the garden, 
God has provided for all their needs, but it is not enough.  
They cannot accept the limits God has placed on their 
lives. As human beings, we cannot know everything. Our 
vision, our intellect and our thoughts are finite. Yet, we act 
as though we have infinite wisdom. We rebel against our 
own creaturely existence and desire to be the creator of 
our own destiny instead of embracing the destiny God has 
planned for us. We want to be like God. When we overstep 
the healthy boundaries God has placed on our lives, we 
find ourselves in a wilderness of our own making. Rebelling 
against God, Adam and Eve lose their innocence and they 
lose their home in Eden. There is no going back. They 
cannot undo the terrifying consequences of their actions. 
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Alienated from God, they become strangers in a strange 
land: scratching out an existence, not knowing what it 
means to love another, wondering if they are alone in 
the world, wasting their lives on insignificant things, and 
desiring something they can never quite name.  

Like Adam and Eve, the young son finds himself in a 
wilderness of his own making. The son, so sure of himself, 
takes his money and sets out on a great adventure. He 
thinks he knows what life is all about; he thinks he knows 
how to get what he wants. Now, he is really going to live...
or at least live it up.  He begins to spend and spend fast. He 
is free! Free to keep the company he wants...free to keep 
the hours he wants...free to sleep all day if he wants. No 
old man telling him what to do...no mom nagging him 
about his hair, his room or his friends...free to play games  
on the computer all night...free to go out on a binge...free 
to sleep in on Sundays. Sundays? Pretty soon, he hardly 
knows what day of the week it is. He has cut the strings. 
He has shucked his parents out of his life as easily as we 
might shuck an ear of corn.

Many of us spend our lives in a far country. We fly from 
the arms of God and throw away our lives in senseless waste.  
Oh, we enjoy the party, at least for a while. We squander 
the gifts God has given us - our lives, our talents, our 
resources, our earth, our emotions and even our capacity 
to love. We fool ourselves into thinking that we are finally 
free - we have overthrown tradition, broken relationships, 
destroyed community and, if we are willing to admit it, 
lost our confidence in ourselves and God. In his book, The 
Denial of Death, Ernest Becker claims that we destroy our 
lives by shopping ourselves or drugging ourselves to death. 
We, who want so many things, find ourselves owned by our 
possessions. We, who want freedom, find ourselves slaves 
to our passions. This life which may look flashy and free 
on the outside can be as hollow and confining as an old tin 
can. Far from our true home, we think that what we can 
see, taste, and smell in this material world is all that there 
is. The very fact that some people can live their whole lives 
without any serious thought of God is the best evidence I 
know of just how far from home we are.  

I have shared with some of you the time I felt lost and far 
from home. When I was growing up in South Carolina, a 
kid could get a driver’s license at the ripe old age of fourteen.  
I rushed to get mine as soon as I could. The license came 
with all kinds of restrictions, adult supervision and driving 
times. With that magic license also came new found status 
and freedom.  

“Mom, can I have the car to go to Tommy’s house?”  My 
friend Tommy lived just around the corner.

“Yes, if you promise to stay there; don’t go anyplace else or 
pick up anybody else.” Well, who is going to listen to that?  
After I got the car, I was too cool to stay at my friend’s house. 
We rode around, picked up two other friends. I was really in 
control of the moment, until I came too fast around a curve 
with a steep bank. I rolled the Volkswagen and landed in 
the yard of some of my parents’ friends. Thank God, no one 
was hurt. In shock, we staggered out of the car. I was terribly 
shaken... shaken by the accident, but more shaken perhaps 
by the fact that I was somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be and 
with people with whom I wasn’t supposed to be. I was only a 
mile from home, but I was in a far, far country.  

Even when we are lost and far from home, God is still 
with us. Even when we do not feel it or know it, Christ is 
there. St. Patrick put it this way: 

Christ with me,
Christ before me,
Christ behind me,
Christ in me,
Christ beneath me,
Christ above me,
Christ on my right,
Christ on my left,
Christ when I lie down,
Christ when I sit down,
Christ when I arise,
Christ in the heart of everyone who thinks of me,
Christ in the mouth of everyone who speaks of me,
Christ in every eye that sees me,
Christ in every ear that hears me.  
(St. Patrick’s Breastplate)

I would add: Christ with me far from home.
Like the waiting father back home, God is keeping watch, 

scanning the horizon, present with us, and wondering how 
to guide us home.    


