Are you someone who complains that life isn’t fair?  It isn’t fair that there are those who we know and love who are suffering through no fault of their own.  It isn’t fair that innocent people are injured and killed by natural disasters.  It isn’t fair that choir members and others here at All Saints are blessed with musical talents and I am not one of them.  It isn’t fair that some people can eat anything they want and not gain weight.  It isn’t fair that some people are blessed with head full of hair and I am not one of them.  And it isn’t fair that no matter how intentional we are in trying to say and do the right thing, someone will always find something to complain about.  It isn’t fair that bad things happen to good people.  Whether we like or not, life at times isn’t fair.  Then again, God never promised us it would be.

The issue of fairness is evident in today’s gospel, the parable of the prodigal son.  It is one of the most familiar stories in the New Testament.  It provides us with many levels of insight and teaching.  As with any biblical story we are afforded the opportunity to identify with one or more of its characters.  There are at least three characters in this parable that deserve our attention - the forgiving father, the prodigal son and the elder brother.

Most of our attention is often focused upon the relationship between the father and the younger son.  However, most of us, I suspect, can also identify and relate to the elder son.  His life mirrors our own.  The elder son reminds me of the story about a teacher who was telling her elementary Sunday school class this parable.  Wishing to emphasize the resentful attitude of the elder son, the teacher gave special emphasis to the phase of the parable.  After describing  the father’s gratitude over the return of his younger son, the teacher spoke of one who, in the midst of the festivities, failed to rejoice in the spirit of this wonderful occasion.  “Can anybody in the class,” the teacher asked, “tell me who this was?”  To which one child replied, “The fatted calf.”  If the only character in this parable you can identify and relate to is the fatted calf, then we need to talk.

What was it the elder son did that was so wrong?  Some would say that he sinned because he verbally disapproved of his father forgiving his younger brother.  Let’s look at what precipitated his attitude.  The first thing the text tells us was that he was “in the field.”  The older son obviously was a responsible and industrious person.  All the time his younger brother was off squandering his portion of the property in reckless living, the elder son was working the farm.  Why shouldn’t he be angry when he returned from his hard work to find a party in full swing?  Why weren’t the servants, his friends and members of his family out in the field helping him?  He was feeling resentful.  It wasn’t fair and he told his father so, “Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you never threw me a party for me.  But when this son of yours, (notice he does not say my brother) came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!”  It isn’t fair.

If you and I were the elder son, I am sure we would have felt the same way.  Even today we continue complain that life isn’t fair.  Some people seem to have it so easy while others struggle and persevere with no little or no tangible evidence for their efforts.  It isn’t fair.  So why shouldn’t we complain?

You see, the elder son sinned not because he verbally disapproved of this father’s action, but because he exhibited a self righteous attitude.  He wanted to be loved and appreciated for his hard work.  We all do.  We too tend to think and act as if, “What’s mine is mine.  After all, I worked for it; why shouldn’t it be mine?  What the elder son was really saying to his father was, “What about me?  Doesn’t my faithfulness count for something?  Have I worked all these years for nothing?  How come you never gave me an appreciation banquet?  This son of yours hasn’t worked a day in life.  He’s a slacker and yet you threw a lavish party for him.  It doesn’t make sense.  It isn’t fair.”

We too ask the same types of questions, “What are the rewards for my being a faithful son or daughter, spouse, parent, grandparent, great grandparent or as a member of All Saints Church?  You see, the problem for many of us is that we want to leave the father with out ever leaving the farm.  In other words, we tend to calculate the distance of our spiritual journey by comparing ourselves to others, especially if by our efforts we feel more deserving.  We resent the fact that God might be grading us on the curve.  After all, in order to be fair, God should use the same criteria to evaluate each of us.  The truth is God’s concept of what is just and fair may be very different from our own.

There is a gentleness about Jesus response to us, “You are always with me and all that is mine is yours.  Don’t take my forgiveness of others as a sign of preference over you.  Your faithfulness is important.”  The question is, do we really believe this?
Jesus tried his best to rid the gospels of any notion that salvation is simply a result of merit or stockpiling of good deeds.  Having a personal relationship with Jesus ought to be important to us because it enhances the quality of our life.  Knowing this, are you someone who stills complains that life isn’t fair?  Amen.
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