“Overcoming Pride”

Luke 15: 1-3, 11-32;  Psalm 32;  2 Corinthians 5: 16-21

Morgan Park Presbyterian Church

March 18, 2007

Rev. Dr. David M. Neff

There is a point in our lives when the light goes on.  When something clicks.  When the world is opened up to us in a larger way.  When we see;  we get it;  we understand.

That’s true in our parable today:  After the son has squandered all his money in the red light district, after all the sweet nights and hangover mornings, after all his smiling friends had disappeared because he had run out of money, there was a famine.  Since he had no income and no one to fall back on, he took a position slopping hogs, eeking out a barebones existence seeking food day to day.

Then one day, he looked up, he came to his senses.  His pride left, and in its place, a humility, an awareness.  There was someone to turn to, someone he could ask for help.  






I.

Then there is the point in the story where the father goes days and weeks and months in agony, because his youngest son has kicked him in the stomach, has trashed their relationship and repudiated all the values he taught him.  His son has hurt him in all those places words can’t touch, and because it got under his skin, he’s miffed, he’s angry.  The range of his emotional responses is limited to the color red, because whenever he thinks about his son, all he can see is red.

Then one morning, he looks up, he comes to his senses.  He stares down his pride, rooted in hurt, and comes face to face with his anger, rooted in pride.  

The light goes on on; in a moment of humility, he understands.  Then he knows what he must do:  He must quit being angry with his son, and forgive him and pray for him.  

There is a point after the lesson ends, where the oldest brother, the good son, the favorite son;  the obedient hard-working always responsible son has to face the hurt feelings of his injured pride. All his sulking and scowling brings him face-to-face with his all his emotions of envy, jealousy and anger.  His father tells him how much he loves him:  and he can’t believe him!

But then one day, he comes to his senses.  His pride diminishes, and in its place:  he becomes humble, aware of how much his brother means to his father, and how much family means to him.  

When does the light go on in your mind?  When does your sense of pride take a step away from being hurt and rigid and ensconced in the events of the past, and a sense of humility overtake you and free you to live in the present moment?






II.

Now before we go any further, we have to admit that pride is a good thing.  To take pride in your work, to be proud of your being and bearing;  pride in the way you dress, pride in the way you look and feel about your body;  pride in the thoughts of your mind, proud to pursue your dreams and accomplishments, living out your visions and values.  Pride is a good thing to hold on to--  unless it becomes the only thing you hold on to. . .

When pride makes us sufficient to ourselves;  when pride insists on one’s own point of view; when pride makes us too proud to ask for help;  when pride is too proud to admit one is wrong;  when pride can’t work through and get over hurt feelings, when pride becomes rigid and inflexible, hampering our ability to freely give and freely receive--  then pride becomes one of those seven deadly sins that creates more and more of an inclination to sin;  pride engenders more of itself, each time you choose it;  then pride clouds one’s conscience and keeps deluding and deluding and deluding, repeating itself over and over again. 

The sin of wrongful pride can insulate us, isolate us, elevate us, separate us then entrench us.

Whenever we sin, we become estranged from our own essence created in the image of God.  Whenever we sin, it always results in the fracturing of relationships.  Sin disrupts healthy relations, produces hardness of heart, and 

If left unattended will continue to push us egocentrically inward, spiritually backward and ultimately closer and closer toward death.






III.

Notice how much estrangement there is in this family. There is a whole civil war going on in this family. 

But notice how the estrangement is overcome.

The only way reconciliation happens in this family is that each character becomes willing to stretch himself emotionally and move himself physically.

The only way reconciliation happens in this family is that each character becomes willing to stretch himself emotionally and move himself physically.

The son out in the far country comes to his senses and walks home.

The father deals with his emotions, then when he sees his son, runs out to meet him.

The eldest son withdraws, but then the father goes to his side, to be with him, and the eldest son takes a step to reach out and embrace the youngest brother.

Each character has to get off center!  Each character has to be willing to move a little bit.  

Each character has to deal with his own proud feelings, rooted and rutted in the past.  Each character has to be willing to step out of past hurts and past conversations, and step into a new story, where the future looks different.

Isn’t it time that we admit that our foolish mistakes get us into ruts, but it is our pride that keeps us stuck in a rut, without trying to get out.  In sin, we get stuck in a rut, and can’t get out 

In Christian terms, the only way we can get out of that rut is to climb out of it by our own efforts.  Or if the rut is so deep we can’t climb out of it, we have to ask God to climb down in the rut with us and lift us out, or pull us out, or push us out.

In Christian terms, the only way we can move toward each other at all, emotionally or physically, is because we know that god has forgiven us.  We can also forgive one another.

Through the grace of God, we have been set free and restored to our full potential and freedom as children of God. 

Grace gives us the spiritual power to allow ourselves to be changed.  

Grace enables us to overcome our flawed tendencies which hold on to pride.  

Grace helps us respond to the reality of abundant life, even when we can’t find grace or feel it in ourselves.  

Grace recreates us in the very essence in which we are created in the image of God.

Blurred and distorted through sin, we become a new creation.

What’s old and past has been done away with;  a new human being is born.






IV.

The most profound words in the scripture are :  God was in Christ reconciling the world to Godself, not counting our sins against us.

If God doesn’t count our sins against us, why do we still hold on to our own sins?  If God doesn’t count others sins against them, why do we still hold on to the past sins of others?  

Perhaps there is a good reason.  We hold on to the sins of others, perhaps, 

because as we work through the rights and wrongs that transpire between us, understanding occurs.  

As we work through our afflictions and injuries that we have dealt or that have been dealt toward us, we grow inwardly as well as outwardly.  

As we work through sin and forgiveness with each other,  relationships grow stronger and deeper and truer;  trust becomes more resilient and capable of enduring tough times.

When we allow God’s grace to forgive us of our wrongful pride, then we are transformed from the inside out, forgiven and freed to live in that empowering grace that came through the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth.






V.

Bonhoeffer said too many Christians live by the cheap grace we bestow on ourselves . . . the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession, grace without discipleship.

But the costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which every person must knock.

Costly grace involves the self-offering of One who risked his life in perfect obedience so that his suffering might be a symbol of ransom and atonement, to free us from sin.

What areas of your life are in need of God’s grace?

What relationships in your life need the most healing? 

What do you do in order to be able to move emotionally, to move physically?  To take a step out of the past and step into your own humanity, created in the image of God?  To step out of your alienation and step closer to a sister or brother, a child of God?






VI.

As we look at the cross of Christ, can we see that God has already done all the work that is needed to reconcile us with God and make us right with one another.

All we have to do is receive the good news, act on it, and work on that reconciliation with one another.  Hear again the words of Paul:

“From now on, we regard no one from a human point of view.  If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation;  everything old has passed away;  a new life has begun.  All this is from God who reconciled us to himself through Christ and has given us the ministry of reconciliation.  God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, not counting our trespasses against us, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.  So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us;   we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.  For our sake, God made him to be sin who knew no sin, that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”

Amen.

