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Those who have been a part of teams or other groups that I’ve led know that one of the things 

that I try to do is avoid that common assumption that, when the preacher is in the room, he or she 

should be the one to pray – because they are the ones who know how to do it ‘right.’  I assure 

you, that’s not true, and we try to make sure that prayer responsibilities are handled by laity just 

as much as they are by clergy.  The good news is that this was already a practice in much of the 

life of our church before I ever arrived, maintaining that practice has been fairly natural to most 

of us.   

 

The way this currently tends to play out in our Church Council meeting, however, is that our 

moderator, Doug Wermuth, tends to open the group with prayer, but then often shares some brief 

reflection or quote that he offers for our reflection as we leave the meeting.  At our August 

meeting, that quote was one from C.S. Lewis.  Surprisingly, given the nature of the quote, it was 

one I’d never encountered before – but, it is also one I will never forget!  It’s the quote that was 

shared as our Call to Meditation this morning.  “I think that if God forgives us, we must forgive 

ourselves.  Otherwise, it is almost like we are setting ourselves up as a higher tribunal than him.”   

 

Let me say that again.  “I think that if God forgives us, we must forgive ourselves.  Otherwise, it 

is almost like we are setting ourselves up as a higher tribunal than him.”  As I mentioned, I’d 

never encountered that quote before, but it grabbed on to me in a way that will never let go.  

Because, really, as people of faith, there’s no way to counter that argument!  But, let’s take a step 

back for a few minutes. 

 

This thing that we call forgiveness is a tricky one.  It’s messy and murky.  It brings forth all sorts 

of confusion and consternation – and the questions abound. 

• We quickly start down that road of the parameters and limitations of forgiveness.  Are 

there things that are beyond forgiveness.  Between us and others, and between us and 

God, are there things that ‘cross the line?’ 

• Related, of course, is that question of the gradation of sin.  We know that murdering 

someone is a lot more damaging than punching them – and there’s no question that one 

leaves you in much greater legal peril than the other.  But, is one more sinful than the 

other?  I’d argue that the answer to that question is a lot less clear. 

• We run up against that issue of whether or not contrition and repentance are prerequisites 

for forgiveness. 
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• And, there is that important distinction between forgiveness and reconciliation.  

Intertwined, for sure.  One is an essential step towards the other, but the two are far from 

the same. 

 

In fact, I did a sermon series 15 years, or so, ago, in which I spent an entire Lenten and Easter 

season – some 8-10 sermons in total – on this question of forgiveness.  Still, at the end of all that, 

I felt I’d barely scratched the surface.   

 

I think all of this is why I particularly appreciate this story that Jesus tells – this parable of the 

Prodigal Son.  By sharing this story, Jesus helps us to move beyond the quip biblical commands 

to ‘forgive as you’ve been forgiven’ and ‘forgive 70 times 7 times.’  This story pushes to get past 

the principled theorizing and the self-justifying obfuscation.  This story brings the essence of 

forgiveness home by putting a heart and a face on who and what we are, and on who and what 

we need to be. 

 

There are, I think, three relationships that call for our attention in this story that Jesus shares.  

The first and foremost, of course, as that of the relationship between the father and the younger 

son.  That’s the central piece of this story that tends to most grab our attention.  The best 

modern-day adaptation I can come up with, for this narrative, would be the trust-fund baby who 

jets off to Vegas, blows everything he has in an unspeakable litany of debauchery, only to return 

home with his tail between is legs, crying for Mommy and Daddy’s help. 

 

The reality is, it’s not hard to relate.  To be sure, not necessarily with those details or such grand 

errancy, but it’s not hard for us to put ourselves in the shoes of that younger son clinging to the 

grace, mercy and love of God.  In that relationship between the father and the younger son, we 

see the face and heart of who and what we are in light of God’s grace, mercy and love! 

 

As we make our way through to latter portion of the story, however, our attention quickly turns 

to the relationship between that elder son and his family.  There are two relationships at play 

there – one with the father and the other with the brother – but they reveal similar themes, and 

those themes show that the younger son isn’t the only one in this narrative who travels a prodigal 

path.  While perhaps not the impieties of his younger brother, the elder son travels his own 

wayward trail laden with judgment, envy, entitlement, self-righteousness, and more.   

 

As we look to the elder son with his father, we quickly see that entitlement and pride emerge in 

the conversation.  It’s a moment that is reminiscent of another of Jesus’ parables – that of the 

Pharisee and the Tax Collector (which is a parable we will come back to, in this series, in 

November).  That parable is one that points towards our need for humility and contrition over 

self-righteousness and pride – which is precisely where this elder son falls off-track.  In the 

relationship between the elder son and his father, we see glimpse into who and what we are to be 

with God. 

 

And then, as we turn our attention to his relationship with his brother, we quickly see how that 

sense of pride and entitlement leads to profound judgment and condemnation.  ‘How dare my 

brother do what he’s done!’  ‘How dare my father do what he’s doing!’  ‘I’m the one who 

deserves this!  I’m the one who’s always been!  I’m the one being treated unfairly!’  To which, 
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of course, the father responds, ‘I’ve always loved you, and always will.  But, that doesn’t mean I 

don’t love him too!’ 

 

In the relationship between father and the younger son, we see a glimpse, a face, of who and 

what we are in light of God’s grace, mercy and love.  Then, in the relationships of the elder son, 

we see a face of who and what we need to be in God, and with others.  What I want to suggest, 

however, is that there’s a third relationship – a third perspective – that is often overlooked in this 

parable. 

 

Allow me to go back to a little earlier in this story – just as that younger son is getting ready to 

come back home.  Starting in verse 17, to story tells us that,  

“when he came to his senses he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread 

enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and 

I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer 

worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.” ’ 20 So he set off and 

went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 

compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21 Then the son said to 

him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be 

called your son.’”  (Luke 15: 17-21) 

 

Now, the story, of course, plays out from there.  But what jumps out to me is that twice in this 

section – once to himself and a second time to his father – the younger son makes that 

foundational claim, “I am not worthy!”  In the relationship between the father and the younger 

son, we see a glimpse, a face, of who and what we are in light of God’s grace, mercy and love.  

Then, in the relationships of the elder son, we see a face of who and what we need to be in God, 

and with others.  The relationship that so often seems to be ignored, however, is that of the 

relationship that the younger son has with himself! 

 

We know that the younger son was forgiven by his father.  We know that the elder son was 

encouraged by his father to forgive as well.  What we don’t know, however, is whether or not 

that younger son was ever able to actually forgive himself.  And, that’s a question that I think we 

far too often ignore – and a perspective that we far too often overlook.  

 

“I think that if God forgives us, we must forgive ourselves.  Otherwise, it is almost like we are 

setting ourselves up as a higher tribunal than him.”  This thing that we call forgiveness is a tricky 

one.  It’s messy and murky.  It brings forth all sorts of confusion and consternation – and the 

questions abound.  In the midst of all of that question and exploration, however, I think it’s this 

third perspective that is almost entirely overlooked. 

 

We think about what it means to be forgiven – both by God and by others!  We think about what 

it means to forgives – even if we don’t often follow through on that call as well as we might.  I 

wonder, however, how often we actually consider that third perspective.  I wonder how often we 

actually explore the call, the need, and the faith-filled act, of forgiving ourselves.  That one, I 

think, deserves a lot more attention than it sometimes gets.  And, when we do actually go there – 

the funny thing about it is that C.S. Lewis seems to make the answer to that question about as 

clear as anything in this whole murky mess that is forgiveness.  “I think that if God forgives us, 
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we must forgive ourselves.  Otherwise, it is almost like we are setting ourselves up as a higher 

tribunal than him.”   


