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When kids imitate their parents, it can be one of the cutest things.   Before she really 
began talking, I used to read books to Virginia Catherine.  There was a bookshelf right 
next to the glider chair and when I would finish one book I would look over at the shelf 
and say, “let’s see,” as I decided what book to read next.  I’d never thought about it or 
noticed I did it, until one day Virginia Catherine got off my lap and stood in front of the 
shelf and said, “let’s see.”  That was cute, but it can also be embarrassing when your 2- 
or 3-year-old imitates some of your less virtuous words and behaviors publicly.  I read 
about a dad who got embarrassed when he observed his son shouting at other kids “get 
of my way you idiots” while driving a play car at preschool.  He knew where that came 
from (and so did everybody else). 
 
I’m thinking about children imitating parents because of Father’s Day, and as we wrap up 
our On Mission sermon series today, we are looking at a Scripture about one of the most 
memorable fathers in Scripture.  There are a lot of fathers in the Bible and a lot of them 
weren’t very good ones.  Maybe it’s more generous to say that people like Abraham, and 
Jacob, and David were just very flawed.  There were some things about them that were 
exemplary, too, but we wouldn’t want to imitate everything that they did. The father that 
we’re talking about today, though, is a good model, someone that we can and even ought 
to imitate - especially as we follow Jesus on mission to reach, and love, and embrace 
those who have lost their way and alienated themselves from the God who loves them 
and wants them to come home.  You may have guessed by now that the father is the 
father from the story that Jesus told about the prodigal son.  Let’s listen to the Scripture 
from Luke 15:1-2, 11-24. 
 
Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.” 
 
11 Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them 
said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ 
So he divided his property between them. 13 A few days later the younger son 
gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered his 
property in dissolute living. 14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took 
place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15 So he went and hired 
himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed 
the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled himself with[c] the pods that the pigs were 
eating; and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to himself 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.’ 22 But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out 
a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on 
his feet. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this 
son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began 
to celebrate. 
 
The first two verses of Chapter 15 show us why Jesus told this story in the first place.  
The religious people were worried that Jesus was spending time with the wrong kind of 
people. They were people who did bad things and people with bad reputations, and the 
religious people wanted to know why Jesus was spending time with them.  Jesus answers 
that question with this story and the two that come before it, and the stories reveal that 
Jesus spends time in the company of unacceptable, problematic people because they 
are people who matter to God.  Even with their bad reputations and bad behaviors, they 
matter to God.   All three parables are about lost things - a sheep, a coin, and a boy - and 
in each story someone looks for what is lost and rejoices when it is found.  It’s a story 
about God’s mercy and kindness.  God loves people and God loves to forgive people who 
get things wrong, and make messes, and act foolishly.   
 
Part of the reason that this is one of the most memorable stories in Scripture that we love 
to go back to again and again is because Jesus uses this ridiculously merciful father 
character – who is mistreated and disrespected by a selfish son - to give us assurance 
about the nature of God.  We don’t just want to know, but we need to know, that God 
loves to show mercy to people like the prodigal son because we know deep down that we 
have turned our backs on God in different times and in different ways.  We are the foolish 
and selfish sons and daughters who find out that all of our stubbornness and selfishness 
didn’t land us in the place that we told ourselves it would, and we need to know that there 
is hope for us.  God will always be watching and waiting for us to come back home, and 
God will welcome us with mercy and rejoicing.  Even if we go, and come back, then go 
out again because we didn’t learn our lesson, and then come back - God loves to forgive 
and restore us.   I need to hear this good news again and again for myself, but as much 
as this story speaks to me and to us, about the mercy that we have received or that we 
can receive from God, this story also gives us a powerful example of the way that we can 
help make God visible to others.  The father in the story is not just a figure who models 
God’s love for us but also a figure who models actions that we can imitate as we interact 
with and care for people who may be making messes and behaving badly and alienating 
themselves from God who loves them.   
 
Part of what it means to be on God’s mission is that we are sent into the world to be the 
body of Christ.   Another way of saying that is that the church is sent to be Christ’s 
presence.  2000 years ago, God chose to put on flesh and take up residence in a historical 
time and place.  Scripture teaches us that when people saw Jesus, when they were 



healed by Jesus, when they heard Jesus speak - they were seeing the fullness of God in 
bodily form.  At this time in history, the risen Jesus has given his Spirit to the church.  
Through the Spirit, Jesus lives in us, individually and collectively, so in a real way, when 
we love, and serve, and show mercy, and do justice for our neighbors, they are seeing 
God in and through us.  We are not God, but we can be imitators of God and we have 
been sent to be God’s agents of grace in this world.   An agent can be a representative 
of someone or something and it can also be a person or thing that causes an effect.  Both 
of these meanings of the word agent capture what God means for us to do as the Body 
of Christ on God’s mission in the world, and if, with help from the Holy Spirit, we follow 
the model of the father in Jesus’s story we can accomplish both of these purposes.  
  
Theoretically, this sounds like something we can embrace, but in reality, I think we 
sometimes find that it’s actually harder than we thought to represent God- not just in 
showing mercy but in actually loving mercy and pouring out unconditional kindness on 
others.  I often think about how much we love mercy for ourselves, but we don’t always 
naturally love it when it comes to others.  In other words, it’s ok for me to not get what I 
deserve, but when I think of other people out there who, like the prodigal son, don’t even 
seem to be trying to please God or be good people, well, maybe it’s ok if they get what 
they deserve.  Maybe they should suffer the consequences of their actions, and maybe 
along with those consequences, a little of my judgement and condemnation will help teach 
them a lesson.   

 
When I say it like that, I hope there’s something inside of you that says, “that doesn’t really 
seem like the way God would want me, or us, to treat people.”  If you’re hearing something 
like that inside you, I would say that that “something” is the Holy Spirit saying, “no that’s 
not right.  What is right is to treat others - even and especially those who seem the most 
undeserving - the same way God has treated you.”  Hopefully we do hear the Spirit saying 
that to us, and faith and faithful acts come after hearing from the Spirit but hearing alone 
isn’t enough.  Hearing has to be followed with obedience before the fruit of the Spirit 
becomes evident in us and through us.  If and when we resist the Spirit when it comes to 
how we treat people who seem deserving of judgement and condemnation, we are likely 
to end up looking like the religious people that Jesus was speaking to when he told this 
story who were prone to acting like they were called to be righteous judges rather than 
ambassadors of mercy.  My experience working with a ministry down in Pasco County 
helps illustrate what happens when we don’t and when we do attempt to imitate God when 
we are on mission.  

 
I’ve mentioned before that, I was involved at one time in a ministry to women who were 
working in the adult entertainment industry.  These women had stories of how Christians 
had stationed themselves outside of their workplaces with signs and posters that had 
messages of judgement and condemnation scrawled all over them.  If we give them the 
benefit of the doubt and think the best, these well-meaning Christian people seemed to 
recognize that they were sent to be on God’s mission and to represent God to others.  
They had gotten out of the church building and into the neighborhood.  That’s good, and 
when Jessica preached last week, she showed us that this is what God calls us to do.  So 
these folks started off with a good first step, but the problem was that the message that 



they took with them seemed wrong.  They didn’t look like the father in Jesus’s story, eager 
to welcome and to show mercy and kindness.  As agents representing God, they seemed 
to misrepresent God, and as agents that cause something to happen, what happened as 
a result of their actions wasn’t restoration for the women.  The women were not inspired 
to run back into the arms of a God that seemed to be angry with them.    You may not be 
outside of a Gentleman’s Club with a sign reminding women that they are worthy of God’s 
wrath and judgement, but we can make the same mistake that has the same effect in lots 
of other situations, too.  It could be when we hold a grudge against someone, or it could 
be when we refuse to associate with someone because we don’t want anyone to get the 
idea that we condone certain choices or actions. 

 
The ministry that I was involved with took a different approach toward reaching out to 
women working in the adult entertainment industry - an approach that I believe was in 
step with the Spirit who calls and empowers us to represent God faithfully and accurately. 
Our approach was relational.  We went to the clubs with small gifts that were given with 
no strings attached.  They were just tokens meant to help reveal to these women that 
they were not forgotten and certainly not unloved by God.   Occasionally, the gifts were 
not appreciated, or the reaction was cold, but far more often than not, the women 
recognized us as ambassadors of mercy and when we embraced them like the father in 
Jesus’s story embraced his son, the women welcomed and received those bodily 
expressions of God’s embrace coming through us.  I can’t tell you that we witnessed 
instant life changes and major personal transformations every time we went, but we did 
see lots of women who were reminded that they mattered to God and who felt God’s care 
even if it was only for a few minutes on a Thursday night. We did witness some big 
transformations that happened over time, and regardless of what we saw or didn’t see in 
these women’s lives in terms of spiritual transformations, I have faith that God was 
working through us and doing the good things that God is always doing through the faithful 
and obedient works that we do in the name of Jesus.   
 
As the world opens up more and more in the wake of Covid and as we follow Jesus 
forward into the post-Covid world, this sermon series has been a chance to remember 
that whatever changes and new things may have come to us because of the pandemic, 
God’s essential call and invitation to carry on the ministry of Jesus in the world has not 
changed.    Being on mission means all the things that we have said in this series over 
the last few weeks.  We are all called to participate.  Sometimes when do participate, we 
do so at a cost to ourselves.  God’s mission is something that we do right where we are 
in the world and God has called us to get out into our community and to seek the welfare 
of the whole community and not just our own.  Today, God’s word to us is a word about 
how we go into our community.   We are meant to go as agents of grace.  Ambassadors 
of mercy for everyone.  God is our merciful and kind parent.  Remember how your 
heavenly parent has shown mercy to you, and just like a child imitating her father or 
mother, go and try to be like God.  Copy and imitate away so that others can see and 
know that they are loved and welcomed by a heavenly parent who cares for them, too.  
Amen.   


