
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Conflict at Home”
Genesis 27:41-45; Luke 15:11-32 October 23, 2016

When we began this sermon series on home with the 
particular focus on the Parable of the Prodigal Son, I told 
you about my experience of finding myself lost and far from 
home. What I didn’t tell you, as I promised I would, was 
how that experience ended. Some of you may not have been 
with us that day so I need to let you in on my experience.  
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. The license came with all kinds of restrictions, 
adult supervision and driving times. What kid wants to 
hear all of that? With that magic license also came new 
found status and freedom.  

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

“OK, if you promise to stay there; don’t go anyplace else.”  
After I got the car, I was too cool to stay there. We rode 

around, picked up two other friends. I was in control of 
the moment, until I came too fast around a curve with a 
steep bank. I didn’t know much about the laws of physics; 
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 friends 
who weren’t supposed to be with me. I was only a mile from 
home, but I was in a far, far country.  

The neighbors called my mom. I dreaded seeing her. I 
had messed up big time. I knew I was in deep trouble. All 
I could think about was the punishment I was going to 
receive. My mom arrived and rushed out of the car. Before 
I could stammer out a word of apology, she grabbed me in 
her arms and kissed me. When you have been kissed like 
that, you know what it is to be home again.  

Over time, a kiss may be forgotten when other troubles 
rise to the surface. Sometimes the father’s warm embrace 
and kiss of reconciliation are overshadowed by darker 
feelings. Even when we return home, we may find that 
home has changed. In the parable, not everyone is happy 
to see the lost boy come home. The elder brother has been 
sweating in the fields, pulling weeds and tending to his 

father’s crops. He hears the sounds of celebration coming 
from the house. He learns not only that his errant brother 
is back, but also that his father is throwing a big party to 
celebrate his return. All the time the younger son was gone, 
the older son had towed the line, worked hard, honored 
his parents and shouldered his responsibilities. His dad 
has never thrown him a party. I suspect this elder brother 
thinks that life would be better if the restless, no good boy 
had never come back. Sulking outside, he refuses to come 
into the house for the party. 

When the father comes out to entreat him to join 
the celebration, the elder son lets out years of pent up 
frustration. The wastrel gets a fatted calf and he never got 
so much as a goat. He has slaved away at home while the 
scoundrel squandered everything in dissolute living. He 
even refuses to acknowledge the boy as his brother. Instead, 
he refers to him as “this son of yours.” 

Sometimes I wonder if this elder son isn’t a good hard 
working Presbyterian. We Calvinists value working hard, 
taking responsibility and honoring our commitments. We 
don’t like slouchers. It sticks in our craw when some “goof-
off” gets something for nothing. We cast a suspicious eye 
on the death bed confessions of folks who have their fun 
and slip into the kingdom just under the wire. Rather than 
rejoicing at his brother’s return, the elder son feels cheated 
by his father. He resents his father’s goodness and generosity. 
This kid is little more than a con artist and trickster. 

The Bible is filled with stories of conflict within the 
family and the family of faith: Cain and Abel, Sarah and 
Hagar, David and Absalom, Paul and Peter, Mary and 
Martha. This morning we heard how Isaac and Rebekah’s 
younger son Jacob steals his elder brother Esau’s birthright 
and blessing. When Esau learns that he has been tricked, 
he is furious and plots to kill his brother Jacob. The fury he 
feels overshadows everything good he may have once felt 
about his brother. Life would be easier with Jacob dead and 
out of the picture.  

God is at work in the difficult struggles and conflicts of 
our lives. A family gets along fine until there is a question 
of inheritance. Years of disappointment, frustration 
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and lack of communication lead to seemingly insoluble 
marriage problems. Who is this person I once knew? We 
envy what other people have and we resent the breaks 
that other people seem to get. Widely different political 
views can disrupt a friendship. Even in the church, we can 
become bitterly divided over social issues, worship styles 
or turf battles about space and programs. God may have 
something to teach us through the very people who shatter 
our comfort, get in our faces and hurt us the most.  

When we are deeply conflicted, we have a hard time 
remembering the love that undergirds us all. The father 
patiently listens when the elder son vents his anger. Then 
the father says, “Son, you are always with me, and all that is 
mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice because 
this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was 
lost and has been found.” What the son forgets is that his 
relationship to his father is not based on his obedience, but 
on the father’s love. He may think, like so many do, if we 
only work hard enough and are good enough, then God 
will love us. Such thoughts get the gospel backwards. Before 
the foundation of the world, we are chosen in Christ to 
be God’s children. Before we came to be, there was God’s 
love. Because God so loves us, we want to live a life that is 
holy, faithful and pleasing to God. We live this life, not to 
win God’s affection, but to express our gratitude for the 
overflowing goodness of God.  

When we are secure in this love, when we know that we 
belong to the household of faith, when we are convinced 
deep within ourselves that God is for us and nothing can 
separate us from the love of God, then we can join with 
God in the ministry of reconciliation. Only when we 
remember that we, too, have been embraced and kissed by 
divine love, can we come to realize that are all welcomed 
home by the grace of God alone. Only divine love can lead 
us to forgive. There is not as much difference between us 
and the prodigal as we would like to think. Only divine 
love can give us the strength to overcome the hurt, heal the 
wounds and lead us to peace with others. 

Some years ago at a church retreat, I met a man who 
seemed to have one of the most positive dispositions of 
anyone I have ever met. I watched him interact with others. 
He had a boundless capacity to listen and to be attentive. 
During an afternoon break, I told him what I saw in him 
and asked him to tell me more about himself. He laughed 
and said that he had not always been so happy. He had 
been a hard charging professional with little time for 
anything but his work. His wife left him and got involved 
with another person. His marriage ended. For a long time 
he was eaten up with anger and resentment. He blamed her 

for everything. Over time, he began to see things differently. 
He realized that he, too, had been part of the problem. One 
day out of the blue he picked up the phone and called her.  
He said that he knew he had been wrong too. He said, “I 
am sorry. I don’t know if it will make any difference to you 
or not, but I forgive you, and I hope you will forgive me. 
She didn’t say anything other than a murmured goodbye.  
I don’t know if it made any difference to her or not, but at 
that moment I felt totally at peace.”  

The parable ends with an open question: Will the elder 
brother go into the party? Jesus doesn’t say. Will he come to 
accept his father’s love that has been there for him all along? 
Jesus doesn’t say. Will he come to peace with his brother?  
Jesus doesn’t say. Perhaps the more important question is:  
Will we? Will we remember the open arms and the divine 
kiss? Will we embrace the love that has been there for us 
from the beginning and in the strength of that love be 
reconciled to our sisters and brothers?  


