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TATTOOED ON THE FATHER’S HEART

Sometimes a story is so familiar to us that we wonder if we’ll find something new when we hear it the next time. The parable Jesus tells in our gospel today is one of those stories.  

The lost son, the prodigal son, the waiting father—it’s known by many names, and through the centuries it’s become one of the best-known and most beloved parables of scripture.  

One of the reasons is that there are so many entry points for us listeners, and more attention to detail than any other story Jesus told.

Where in the story do you find yourself lingering today? 

· Is it at that opening scene—where the brash, younger son demands his share of the inheritance and sets out on his own?

· Or at the point where his pursuit of adventure leads to an experience of life’s darker side, and, finally hitting bottom, he “comes to himself”?

· Is it that moment when the ever-watchful father sees his lost son coming over the crest of the hill and runs to greet him?

· Or is it the final scene when the bitter older brother confronts his father and his father pleads with him to join the celebration?

This story has points of entry for each of us, and the more layers you peel back, the deeper and more nuanced the story becomes.

But the pulsing heart at the story’s center is, and will always be, the Father’s unrelenting love.  And it’s there that I invite us to focus today.  And I want to do so by talking about another Father; a Roman Catholic priest….Father Greg Boyle.

“I can’t explain,” writes Father Boyle in his book Tattoos on the Heart, “how the poor in Bolivia evangelized me during [the year I spent with them,] but they turned me inside out, and from that moment forward I only wanted to walk with them.”  

He goes on, “This was a wholly selfish decision on my part.  I knew that the poor had some privileged delivery system for giving me access to the gospel.”

By the time Father Boyle returned from his experience in Bolivia in 1986, his understanding of what ministry was about had been reshaped entirely.  The mile-square parish of Dolores Mission Church in East LA, which was his first parish assignment, had within its borders the most intense level of gang activity on the planet.  

Immediately he set out to discover pathways for reaching out to the surrounding community.
 

Seeing the connection between school suspensions and the resulting uptick in gang activity led the parish to open an alternative school, and to welcome the young people—including gang members— who’d been kicked out of the public schools. With the school a new sense of “church” emerged, open and inclusive, replacing the hermetically sealed model that had kept the “good folks” in and the “bad folks” out.

Some in the parish questioned this shift in mission.  But when key leaders stood up and said, 

WE’RE DOING THIS BECAUSE THIS IS WHAT JESUS WOULD DO, the criticism turned to support.

Unlike many, Boyle didn't view the young gang members as inhumane; rather, he saw them as particularly human, and vulnerable, and above all, able: so he put them to work, rather than into penitentiaries. 

In 1992, when the acquittal of LA police officers for the beating of Rodney King launched widespread rioting, Father Boyle responded by creating Jobs For a Future, a revolutionary program that offered education, child and human services, and employment opportunities to current and future gang members. 

NOTHING STOPS A BULLET LIKE A JOB, became one of his hallmark sayings.

Rival gang members worked side-by-side in Father Boyle's first humanitarian business venture, Homeboy Bakery, which soon grew so successful that it launched the non-profit Homeboy Industries, which evolved into a centerpiece of hope and humanity, providing tattoo removal, job counseling, mental health services and jobs at its companies.

Writer Celest Fremon, who set out to write an article about Boyle for the LA Times and ended up writing a book, says of Boyle, “he lives—as Daniel Berrigan once said—‘as though the truth were true.’ ”
  

Twenty-five years into his ministry, his memoir, “Tattoos on the Heart” is an invitation to, as he puts it, "obliterate the notion that there is a them who should exist out of the circle of our kinship.”
Compassion comes with a price, of course.  Once you make that kind of commitment, you’re going to feel deeply the sting of failure and of death.  By 2010, Boyle had buried 168 young men and women whom he'd surrogate-fathered.  Each death has taken a piece out of him. Yet, as Fremon says, “his is a heart that somehow regenerates, miraculously so.”

There’s something in this contemporary story that connects to Jesus’ parable. Do you see it?

We’re so used to a “ONE FALSE MOVE” God; a God who is just waiting, it seems, for us to step out of line so he can come swooping down with a vengeance and make our lives miserable, that we either opt out of faith altogether, or we live in fear, trying to toe the line, hoping against hope that we’re wrong and we won’t get what we “deserve.”

When Jesus told his parable for the very first time, and the younger son comes up the road toward home, I can imagine his listeners bracing themselves for that moment when the father’s pent up fury will explode full force.  

This father, after all, was utterly rejected by his son and shamed in the face of the larger community; his wealth and his standing were reduced in every way that mattered from what they once were.  

Surely he couldn’t wait for justice to be served!

But that, of course, is not what happens.   There is no pent up rage…only heartfelt love.

While he is still far off, his father sees him and, filled with compassion, runs to him, puts his arms around him and kisses him.  

And before the son can finish his well-rehearsed apology, the father sets in motion the homecoming feast that will usher his lost son back into the family, back into the community.

Jesus knows, and this Father knows, that it is forgiveness, not justice, that makes broken relationships whole.  Instead of the ONE FALSE MOVE God, he shows us a God, a Father, whose love abides NO MATTER WHAT. 

The truth is, there is no better expression of this God’s love, than what we see expressed in Jesus himself.

“Jesus didn’t just dip into the messy and nasty streams of human existence,” writes Philip Yancey, “Jesus was made sin.  He didn’t just visit in sin’s realm.  He entered into its core reality and bore its profoundest meaning in himself…so that now we cannot look at sin and not see him.” 

“And if Jesus actually becomes sin for our sake, then it is possible to think that we also become something quite different from our accustomed nature as well.”
 

“If there is a fundamental challenge within these stories [I tell],” writes Father Boyle in the preface to his book, “it is simply to change our lurking suspicion that some lives matter less than other lives’’.
William Blake wrote, “WE ARE PUT ON EARTH FOR A LITTLE SPACE THAT WE MIGHT LEARN TO BEAR THE BEAMS OF LOVE.” 
 

Father, son, sister, brother, daughter, spouse.  Whoever we are, whatever relationships define us, our journey in this life is simple: we’re all trying to learn how to bear the beams of love.

Let us pray:

God of compassion, you are our one true home.  Caught within your wide embrace we learn the value of ourselves as nothing else can prove.  Keep us safe within your heart’s keeping.  And show us once again in the life of your dear son, how we might learn to bear the beams of love.  In his name we pray.  Amen.
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