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This season of Lent has been something of an experiment for me.  For the first time in my 
pastorate here, we have not set up the Lenten candles with the crown of thorns in order to 
extinguish the six purple candles and one white week by week as we approach Maundy 
Thursday.  Nor have we solemnly intoned the prayer of confession every week as part of the 
candle litany.  I don’t know how many of you have noticed that omission but Carol Lavelle said 
to me in an e-mail early this week, “Where is the candle litany?”  I don’t have a deep theological 
answer; I really just felt like doing something different.  But I’ve also tried to take a different 
tack in my preaching this Lenten season, avoiding dwelling on our reasons to be penitent and 
instead calling us to turn from fear and embrace joy, to persevere in the actions and attitudes that 
build the Beloved Community, and to embrace the beautiful attribute of mercy that is so 
characteristic of our Loving Creator and of those who follow the Christ. 
 
In building on this foundation today, I am also taking a path different from the one that I have 
followed before and that is so well established in our shared faith journey.  The Gospel reading 
for today is the beautiful and very well-known parable found in Luke 15:11-32, the story of the 
father with two sons or, as it is usually known, the Parable of the Prodigal Son.  Frankly, I just 
didn’t think I had anything new to say about that story, nothing you hadn’t heard or thought or 
said yourselves.  But I was drawn to the passage from Second Corinthians which I just read to 
you.  I’ve not preached from this passage as a primary text before, although I have mentioned it, 
and I wanted to rectify that oversight.  And it seems to me that Paul beautifully sums up Jesus’ 
message of reconciliation in these few lines, gives us something to think about, issues a 
challenge to us, and moves us closer to the dreadful and awesome events of crucifixion and 
resurrection that changed his world and ours. 
 
When I center a sermon in the writings of Paul, I do so with a certain amount of fear and 
trembling.  I know that some of you are not big fans of Paul.  There has been a strain of thought 
for many years now among some Christians that Paul messed everything up and that if we’d just 
get back to the teachings of Jesus, we’d be OK.  Some people say that Paul is too legalistic.  
Some say that he’s a misogynist.  Frankly, I don’t find any of those things to be true and if you’d 
like to sit down with me over an adult beverage some evening, I’ll be happy to explain why.  But 
the fact of the matter is that much of our theology is built on foundations that Paul set and that 
his letters predate the collections of the stories of and about Jesus known as the Gospels by some 
decades.  Christianity without Paul, as some of us heard in the “Living the Questions” video on 
Wednesday night, would probably be an obscure Jewish sect today if it existed at all.  But that’s 
another sermon for another time. 
 
In this passage to his friends in Corinth, Paul goes right to the heart of the Good News that Jesus 
came to share.  “…if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed 
away; see, everything has become new!”  This is better news than some of us realize sometimes.  
It can be very hard to fully realize that our old selves are gone in God’s eyes, replaced by a 
completely new, fresh, clean start.  We have a tendency to hold on to old mistakes, never really 
believing that we have been completely forgiven.  On what I think may have been our second 
date, Connie and I went to see the movie, “All That Jazz,” Bob Fosse’s thinly veiled account of 
his own life.  One of the songs in that musical is “Everything Old is New Again.”  It perfectly 
captures one of the issues for Fosse’s stand-in protagonist, Joe Gideon.  Joe makes the same 
mistakes over and over again.  No matter how many times he swears to do better, to stop abusing 
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his body, to stop taking advantage of those around him, he soon slips back into his old, 
destructive ways.  He doesn’t believe he can do any differently. 
 
So it is for many Christians, despite Paul’s reassurance of the new start available in Christ Jesus.  
My Episcopalian friend, Fr. John Forman, often tells our study group that when a parishioner 
comes to him for confession the first question he asks is, “Are you ready to live without this 
sin?”  The problem is not primarily that people want to continue to sin in the same way they have 
been doing, he says, but that they can’t accept absolution and walk away.  They continue to be 
haunted by the memory of the sin, never fully believing that they are forgiven.  They are, as 
Proverbs 26:11 puts it and 2nd Peter quotes, “Like a dog that returns to its vomit...”  And while I 
may prefer cats to dogs, I understand the metaphorical meaning of that proverb down to my toes.  
My old mistakes rise up in the middle of the night to plague me, they crowd around me when I 
am otherwise alone or tired or downhearted.  Like so many, I need the frequent reminder that 
God has forgiven me and that I need to forgive myself. 
 
It is important for me to hear, on a regular basis, that “in Christ God was reconciling the world to 
Godself, not counting our trespasses against us.”  That word, reconcile, is fascinating.  In the 
Greek in which Paul wrote, it is “καταλλασσων,” exchange, the same word as exchanging the 
coin of one realm for another.  We are no longer, one might say, the grubby dimes and quarters 
of this world, but the bright, shiny, new shekels of the New Jerusalem.  The Latin root of our 
word “reconcile” has to do with making friends.  That’s even better.  In Christ, God is making us 
God’s friends again.  On the cover of your bulletin is a picture I’ve placed there before, a picture 
that I took in Coventry during my sabbatical.  It’s of the statue called “Reconciliation” by 
Josefina de Vasconcellos which stands in the midst of the ruined Cathedral of St. Michael, left a 
burnt-out shell by Nazi bombers and now dedicated to the ideals of peace and reconciliation.  
The twin to this bronze stands in the Peace Garden in Hiroshima.  The twin statues are reminders 
amidst the devastation of war that human beings can find reconciliation with each other even 
after the most dreadful wrongs have been committed.  If we can expect this from each other, how 
much more from the One who created our world and ourselves and called all “very good.” 
 
Last Sunday, Connie and I joined several other pastors and spouses, choirs from two churches, 
and a number of laypeople from churches around our area to witness and celebrate the 
commissioning of our friend Lydia Flora Barlow as an ABC-USA home missionary.  Lydia’s 
calling is very particular.  She feels called by God, due to tragic incidents in her family’s history, 
to act as an agent of reconciliation to those who are incarcerated.  She visits in prisons around 
our area with both men and women and she sets up college accredited educational programs for 
them so that they can reach their release dates with degrees.  The differences for those men and 
women and their chances in the outside world after release are profound when compared to those 
who remain uneducated.  With a degree, they have a chance at a good job, one that will help 
them break the cycle of poverty and stay out of jail.  With Lydia’s help, they begin the real 
process of reconciliation with the society that might well otherwise simply turn its back on them. 
 
During the commissioning service, Sister Lydia received a lapel pin used by the American 
Baptist Home Mission Societies to identify their missionaries.  It proclaims her an “Envoy of 
Christ.”  That’s not a word we use very often in the Church but it means, in essence, 
“ambassador.”  Lydia is now Christ’s representative to those imprisoned men and women and 
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she is also Christ’s ambassador to the world that is being called on to be reconciled to them.  Her 
commissioning marks her formally in the specificity of her calling but the general terms of her 
calling are ours as well. 
 
Hear again the words of Paul to the Corinthians:  “All this is from God, who reconciled us to 
himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was 
reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the 
message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his 
appeal through us…” 
 
Are you hearing this?  We are Christ’s ambassadors; we are the ones to whom God has entrusted 
the message of reconciliation.  It is our calling to go out into the world and tell all the people that 
we meet in every way we can that they are forgiven and that God loves them.  It’s not a matter of 
saying a special prayer.  It’s not a matter of being the right kind of person.  It’s not even a matter 
of coming to church, although be sure to invite them because we’d like them to come and hear 
more and become ambassadors themselves because it’s a pretty big job for the forty or so of us 
that come together here every Sunday.  Because, we, by the grace of God, have stumbled onto 
the truth that God loves us and forgives us and wants us as friends of God, therefore it is up to us 
to share that beautiful truth with those around us. 
 
I’m not saying it will be easy.  You may get laughed at.  I hope your dignity will withstand the 
onslaught.  People may get mad at you.  Of course, these days, people get mad at each other all 
the time for all sorts of things.  You only have to go on Facebook to see that.  But some of them 
may listen to you.  And whether or not they admit it to you, that may make all the difference in 
the world for them. 
 
Remember, we do this as ambassadors of Jesus.  And when he came and told people that God 
loved them and that their sins were forgiven them, they got mad at him.  “Who are you,” they 
said, “to tell us our sins are forgiven?”  I think they might have been some of those who weren’t 
willing to live without their sin.  “What do you mean,” they said, “that God loves us all?”  They 
weren’t ready for God to love the oppressors, or the ones whose sins were different from theirs.  
They weren’t ready for God to love the spoiled little brother who took off with his half of the 
inheritance and wasted it and came home a beggar.  They weren’t ready for God to love the 
woman who sinned sexually – that’s next week’s story, by the way.  It can be hard to accept that 
God loves the people we don’t.  And so they shut Jesus up for good.  They conspired with their 
enemies, the very ones they initially hoped Jesus would overthrow.  They fed Jesus into the jaws 
of the empire and the empire did what empires do.  He was a troublemaker and they got rid of 
him. 
 
On his way to what he almost assuredly knew was his death, Jesus paused for one last meal with 
his friends.  It was Passover time, one of the holiest weeks in the Jewish calendar, and Jesus 
wanted one last supper with those he cared for.  He told them that he loved them and told them 
that they needed to love one another.  He asked them to remember him every time they broke 
bread together, every time they shared a cup of wine.  He told them that his body would be 
broken for them; that his blood would be shed for them.  He was the pascal lamb for their 
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sacrifice, though as John envisioned it later, he was the lamb who was slain and yet was 
victorious. 
 
Paul puts it this way: “For our sake God made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of God.”  I don’t claim to understand exactly how God made 
Jesus into sin, although I suspect it has a lot more to do with human demands and expectations 
than God’s.  But I think I’ve got a clue about how we become the righteousness of God.  To me, 
God shows God’s righteousness, God’s perfection, God’s goodness far above ours, in that while 
we were yet sinners, God showed how much God loves us.  Despite our flaws and our rebellions, 
God asked us to be God’s friends again and not just God’s friends but God’s envoys, the ones 
entrusted with the Good News of God’s love for the whole world.  For that love, for Jesus’ great 
gift, for the power of the Holy Spirit that makes us ambassadors, thanks be to God! 


