LIVING WITH MERCY:

Receiving Mercy

Luke 15:11-32


A few years ago when I would visit my brother in the New Hampshire state penitentiary, I remember sensing the strangeness and heaviness of that prison setting—a very restrictive, controlled environment that seems to consume a person’s very soul.  As Tim and I would sit at the table in the visiting room, he would point out certain other inmates—some of whom committed nefarious crimes; others who were household names because of their celebrated trials.  Yet, I would look over and see a man who appeared fairly normal on the outside (aside from prison garb) sitting and chatting with his relatives or friends.  Then I tried to imagine how this man represented some of the worst elements in our society and some of the worst fears in our hearts.  
It was strange disconnect—it is hard to grasp how a person I would see in the flesh only yards away could be known for such ghastly deeds.  And I had to admit that I was somewhat relieved that he, and all those like him, would remain in the prison system long after I would ever come through its doors again.
 
However, as much as there are criminals like these who deserve imprisonment for the rest of their lives, the fact is, the vast majority of prison inmates (collectively over two million in the United States alone) will not, nor are they actually hardened, callous criminals when they enter the system.  Many of them are like my brother—men and women who have made bad choices in their lives and, because of the criminal code of justice, are serving time with the expectation of being released back into the community, as my brother was nearly four years ago.  They may have become hardened while serving their sentences (which is a consequence of surviving such an unforgiving place), but they still come out hoping to put their lives back in order and to find their place once again in society.  


Unfortunately, for many of them, the return is not very welcoming or affirming—beginning with the indignity and inconvenience of being released at odd hours, frequently when the prison supply room isn’t open, as was the case with my brother, who then had to walk out of prison barefoot, since none of his street clothes were accessible.  That’s an overlooked, yet deliberate, “kick-in-the-rear” prison inmates receive from the penal system (at least in New Hampshire).
Yet, that is only the beginning of the hardships.  Once out, felons typically cannot find jobs very easily (since you know what question is always on the application), which prevents them from accessing adequate housing and other basics of life.  Those with few family ties are worse off and left to fend for themselves, and those even with family often face the scorn of people who don’t open their arms with an embrace.  In other words, in a strange, perverse sort of way, freedom for the average prisoner often results in an even crueler form of sentencing—one where you don’t know where to go, or how to live, or whom to trust.  
Then, if you are part of the large pool of sex offenders—stigma that covers everything from pedophiles and rapists to some cases, where it’s an 18-year old caught having had sex with a person two or three years younger—your place in society is even more precarious.  With Megan’s laws and now Jessica’s laws coming into play, sex offenders are publicly listed on the Internet and hunted down, resulting in the most maligned and targeted set of felons in society.  Granted, there are situations where vigilance is called for, but there are many more where it isn’t.  It seems to me that no other crime requires you to be publicly held in contempt for the rest of your life even after you have served your sentence.  It seems a shame that our system of justice can’t make a clear and necessary distinction between demonstrated predatory behavior and a label indiscriminately assigned to any crime that simply involves sex!  

As a result, there is a growing underclass of former inmates who are permanently handicapped and prevented from starting over, simply because of the stigma attached to their sins.  Even if they want to straighten their lives out, so many social and economic obstacles get in the way that it takes enormous effort and courage to get to the level of basic existence.  Then, we wonder why there are so many recidivists who end up back in the system again!  It seems obvious to me: we are not a society that thoughtfully welcomes back our prodigal children.
Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not proposing that we overlook the seriousness of crime.  But I think there’s a happy medium between holding people accountable for their past crimes and punishing them further by making their recovery nearly impossible.  This is no small matter.  “Prodigal children” make up a sizable portion of our prison population—they have committed offenses that are serious and harmful (many of them are drug related), but they are not guilty of capital crimes or offenses that should prevent or unduly cripple them from returning to society once their debt is paid.  By not giving them an adequate chance to return with hope, encouragement, and meaningful support, we permanently create a problem for society.  They become isolated, frustrated, and potentially sociopathic.  It seems to me we had better come to terms with this concern or else all of us will continue to pay a hefty price for somebody else’s sins.
I raise this point, not for the sake of political grandstanding, but rather to parallel it with the position that many folks find themselves in if they have done something wrong, paid a price for it through just accountability, but then get lost and very discouraged trying to reestablish themselves in the mainstream of life.  They can never get their sins behind them because there is little mercy shown to them.  More people than you might realize are nearly paralyzed by paranoia, or fear, or worry, or anger toward others because they are not given much of a chance to straighten out their lives or make up for what they have done.  In other words, there are more than a few who feel like prodigal children in their own extended families or in their communities or among their old set of friends and who are not shown much mercy in order to heal the wounds of the past and return home.  
In essence, this is what this story of the Prodigal Son is all about.  It is about living with mercy, but the mercy that is granted involved more than just the father, whose love metaphorically represents the grace of God.  What lies hidden in the details of this allegory is the mercy that really counts; the mercy that transforms the life of the wayward child, whose return home is perilous and plagued with pitfalls to say the least.
Who are the Prodigal children?  They range from those who have committed crimes against society, as I said earlier, to those who simply have had a falling out with parents, or siblings, and the like.  The Prodigal Son represents lost people who realize the wrong they have done and want to find some way back to reconcile with the past.  He personifies the one who lives with regret, or shame, or broken pride, or brokenness that won’t be mended until there is a sense of being forgiven and released, not so much by God, but by the people in his or her life that have been hurt and who still carry a sense of distrust and resentment.  In other words, what lies as the greatest obstacle for those who want to come back, what keeps a person from truly receiving mercy and sensing relief, are the people in their lives from whom they have run away, or avoided, or neglected, or who possess the power to mark them and shame them for their sins.  You and I know people like this.  In some ways, we are all like this.  The greatest obstacle to finding peace in one’s heart is the fear of never being truly forgiven by others, whose memories are long.


Now in all fairness, there’s a reason we don’t trust people who have wronged us.  Necessary distance exists between offenders and victims in physical contact and communication because of prior pain, or anger, or perhaps even fear.  It is easier for victims to go on as long as the offender remains locked up, literally or figuratively, where they can never enter the vulnerable space of one’s emotional and spiritual equilibrium.  Often just the memory of them, let alone the sight of them, can cause a victim to become undone and relive the awful memory of the past.  
That’s why there are many social barriers set up to prevent the sinner from ever coming in contact with those who have been sinned against.  What the victim and his or her community possess over the offender is really the power to shame and isolate and never to forgive—sometimes viewed as necessary, but sometimes not.  Sometimes that power is used not to protect a victim from further hurt, but as a means to justify vengeance, especially when the offender is contrite and seeks forgiveness.  When that occurs without recognizing or acknowledging the proper time for forgiveness, then the sinner has no place to go.  The power to shame and to permanently isolate prodigal children is exercised without even a second thought and without a consideration for the future.  Because of that, more of our problems recycle themselves and complicate our lives as we are afraid of what mercy really does—it requires victims and offenders to change their relationship toward healing, instead of hostility.  That takes courage and faith far beyond what many are willing to do.

Yet, when you think about it, God then is left out of the equation.  Mercy from heaven for the sinner is relatively meaningless when there is little chance of mercy on earth.  That’s what the story of the Prodigal Son is really about—mercy not from heaven, but rather mercy on earth.  That is evident by the father’s actions—something that is hidden in the details of the story but central to its message.

When the Prodigal Son was on his way back, the father came running toward him with open arms.  In the sentiment of the story, our impression is that it portrays the remarkable forgiveness of the father, who loved his son so much that he eagerly sought his return.  Though it conveys that wonderful, heart-rending gesture, it also says something equally important about what he sought to do.  That is, the father broke custom and ran out to meet his son in order to protect him from those who would seek to harm him before he reached his home.


You see, according to the traditions, customs, and norms of Jesus’ day, the father’s household and the whole community had been shamed by the selfish actions of the son.  So it was the duty of the community to defend their honor by shunning the son, and if they were to ever see him again, to then hold him accountable before his family saw him for the sake of the father’s dignity.  As a consequence, many prodigal children never made it all the way back home because of the vengeance of those who thought they were acting on behalf of the dishonored father.  He who had shamed his father’s household would now be subject to punishment and permanent condemnation by the community.


Yet, in the story, the father rushes out to greet his son before this happens.  Not only that, he offers his son the kiss of greeting—a sign of peace—and then gives him the place of honor in his household with a ring and a robe!  He did this, not only for the son, but principally for the sake of invoking the mercy of others toward his son.  It was an absolutely stunning act of mercy—completely undeserved, but freely given—by the father who knew that his mercy alone had to protect his wayward child from the execution of justice!  Once the father acted in this way, the community would then take his lead and his son would be reconciled and restored on the basis of love and mercy alone.


What that parable tells us is, in the mercy of God, people’s lives can be restored—the sinner can be forgiven, the broken life can be healed.  That will only truly happen if love is given precedence over justice, and mercy over vengeance.  The greatest challenge that God has in reconciling sinners is the lack of mercy that sinners receive from other people.


The power of this parable isn’t just found in the meaning of a story from Jesus two thousand years ago; it is present in the way we live with mercy today.  All the suggestions and hope we offer broken people about God’s love mean very little if we are not willing to risk offering forgiveness for healing ourselves.  God’s honor doesn’t need to be protected by pious people who condemn sin and sinners; God’s honor is only revealed when we take the risk and have the courage to be merciful ourselves.  There are many, many people out there, and there are some of us even here, who are searching for redemption and who will only realize it when they receive mercy from others whom they have hurt.


I have seen this firsthand in the restoration of my brother’s life.  Little by little, he has come to trust the genuineness of the mercy extended to him by a family whom he has harmed and who has every justification to shun and reject him, if not forget him all together.  He certainly has lived with enough shame within his own soul for him to do that to himself.  But he has been coaxed out of his isolation, out of his shell, out of his exile, by mercy—by the sincere overtures of kindness, compassion, understanding, inclusion, and hope by a family who remembers him best when they loved him well.  
It isn’t easy, I can tell you that.  But living with mercy never is.  That is as true for God as it is true for us.  Yet it’s the only way to let the pain of the past go and to rediscover some measure of joy for life.  And in that hopeful and merciful spirit, every one of us look forward to the day when the sins of the Prodigal will finally have been forgotten.
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