Homily for people and parishes

Readings: Exodus 12:1-14 Psalm 149
Romans 13:1-10 Matthew 18:15-20

For more than seventy countries in the world Father’s Day is celebrated on the third Sunday
in June. However, for four countries in the Pacific — Australia, New Zealand, Fiji and Papua
New Guinea — Father’s Day is celebrated on the first Sunday in September... which is today.

So, for all of you who are Dads, stepdads, foster Dads, Grandads, Poppies, and father
figures — we give thanks for you, and for the blessing you are in the lives of those children
and grandchildren who look to you for love and support.

As we do this, | recognise that there are some people who have longed to be parents but,
for a variety of reasons, this has not been possible. So, for them, the Father’s Day focus can
be a tough one. Similarly, there are some people have not had a positive experience of
being fathered and instead of love have experienced indifference and abuse.

Consequently, there can be a mixture of hurt, grief, and anger about past and present
experiences which contribute to what some psychologists call a ‘father wound’.

| have often wondered how those who have had a traumatic experience of being fathered
feel about calling God ‘father’ and through the years have learnt much from listening.
Some people embrace the understanding of God as ‘father’ because their own experience
an earthly father was so awful, while others because of that experience cannot name God
as father and instead use terms like ‘Creator’, ‘Loving God’, or ‘Holy One’.

According to Matthew’s Gospel, when Jesus taught his disciples to pray he referred to God
as ‘your Father’ five times (Matthew 6:1; Matthew 6:4; Matthew 6:6; & Matthew 6:8),
before introducing the prayer known as the ‘Lord’s Prayer’.

In this we have been taught to begin, ‘Our Father in heaven...’

This naming of God as Father, or Dad if we used the Aramaic word Abba, was a radical
departure from the naming of God over many centuries by Jewish teaching. This suggested
that God was too powerful to be limited by a name and particularly referenced the
encounter Moses had with God beside a burning bush. Moses asked who it was that was
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sending him back to Egypt and the best he got was, ‘1 AM WHO | AM.../, tell them ‘I AM has
sent me..." (Exodus 3:14).

In 2016 | was sent to Canterbury in England for a ten-day course. There were twenty-seven
bishops from seventeen different countries, and we prayed together three times a day:
Morning Prayer, Holy Communion, and Evening Prayer. Each of the services were in English
but at each service we were invited to pray the Lord’s Prayer in our first language. It was
remarkable, and even though we prayed those words in English, Arabic, Dinka, Chinese,
Spanish, Ki-Swabhili, Korean, Wedau... we all ended up saying ‘Amen’ together!

There have been many times over the last ten years when | have invited multi-cultural
congregations in the life of our Diocese to pray the Lord’s Prayer in their first language —
and, in God’s grace, it gathers us together and provides a brief unity in the midst of
linguistic diversity.

How we understand God as ‘father’ will inevitably be influenced by our own experience of
being fathered and I'd like to touch base with that.

One of the parenting practices in northern England used to be that the father of the family
was the dispenser of discipline. ‘Just wait ‘til your father comes home...” was not something
to look forward to because the physical penalty for playing up as a kid would be delivered
by the father. It could be an open-handed smack, or a number of strikes from a belt... but,
for sure, it was going to hurt. So... a ‘father’ who punishes a child for breaking the rules, sits
easily with a Father God who is both judge and punisher.

However, Jesus not only spoke about God being a judge he also spoke about God as being
more generous and compassionate than we could ever understand. The Parable of the
Prodigal Son in Luke’s Gospel is a standout example of this teaching.

In this parable a father is treated shamefully by his younger son but when that son returns
home, broken by the choices he has made, his father does not give him a thrashing. He
does not write him out of the family or lecture him about where he went wrong. Instead,
he welcomes him home with a hug and kiss; he gets him some new clothes and throws a
welcome home party. If you’ve forgotten about this parable then please make some time
to read it this week. You’ll find it in the fifteenth chapter of Luke’s Gospel.

| interpret the parable to mean that God, like a loving father, never stops loving us — even
when we make terrible choices in life. God, like a loving father, never stops loving us, never
gives up on us, and is always ready to welcome us home.
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| think the first part of today’s Gospel gives further insight into a God who loves way
beyond what we might expect. It’s another parable and in this the central character is not a
father but rather a shepherd. Jesus told his listeners that God was like a shepherd who not
only recognised when one of his sheep had gone missing, he left the rest of the flock to go
and find the one who was lost.

When we bring these two parables together, we are given some extraordinary insight into
the nature of God. For God is not only waiting like a father to welcome home a wilful child,
but is also like a shepherd proactively seeking out those who have become lost or become
entangled in thorns.

How would you express your understanding of God, for the language we use is important?
Would you lean more towards God being like a judge who punishes rule breakers...
together with their children and their children’s children; or do you lean more towards an
understanding of God being like a loving father, willing to forgive the unforgiveable; or God
being like a shepherd who will seek us out when we lose our way?

Please join me as we close in prayer:

Wise Father, loving shepherd,
we give thanks for the mystery and gift of our lives,
and for all who have helped to raised us.

We ask your blessing on all who care for children,
particularly those who feel the burden of this.

Help us to be generous in our care for others,
and thoughtful in our prayers.

We pray in the name of the one who asked that
‘Your will be done on earth as in heaven...”
Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen
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