THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS LIKE....A PARENTING CLASS

When | was expecting my first child | was acutely aware that | barely knew which end
of a baby was which. So | went along to an ante-natal class, picked up a whole load of
booklets on baby care and read them all from cover to cover.

That was a mistake. By the time | had finished | was in state of near suicidal despair.
Caring for a baby seemed one hundred times more complicated than my University
degree and I could not see that any child stood much chance of survival with me
looking after it. | spent days anxiously counting nappies and vests and babygros;
examining the standards and makes of cot mattresses and prams; writing to my
mother for instructions on potty-training-1 mean, potty-training! The child was not
even born... Inthe end | was getting in such a state that | threw all the booklets up
on top of the wardrobe and told my husband not to let me go near them.

Twenty-seven years later, with two reasonably normal sons, I only know two things
for certain about parenting:

One: that every so-called expert you talk to will give you different advice;

Two: that you will never, ever think that you got it right. (And your children will take
every opportunity to tell you so) A cheering thought to start off Father’s Day...

Having decided with the Cubs last week that Jesus might have compared the kingdom
of heaven to a game of football, | wondered if, on Father’s Day, he might also have
compared the kingdom of heaven to a parenting class. After all he had a lot to say
about God being our Father and of how a good father/ child relationship should work.
So if the kingdom of heaven-God’s world- life lived according to God’s rules-can be
compared to a parenting class, what do you think that class might be teaching us?
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One of Jesus” most famous stories is that of the Prodigal Son. A rich farmer has two
sons and the younger son is restless. He takes his share of the family fortune and goes
off to live in the city where he soon runs through all the money and finds himself
destitute. He returns home to ask his father for a job working on the farm. His father
welcomes him back and throws a party. The older son is jealous and feels that his
brother does not deserve this welcome but the father reminds him that the son he
thought he had lost has now returned. This is surely worth celebrating.

A lovely story of a father who does get it right- or does he? This man manages to
bring up one son to be horribly smug and self-righteous and the other to be lazy,
greedy and unprincipled. We, who always know precisely how other people’s
children should be brought up, could have told that man that giving a large share of
the family money to his obviously irresponsible younger son was an action guaranteed
to inspire acute jealousy in the older son as well as complete ruination in the younger.
This father did not get it all right. He got a lot wrong.

Nor was he the only one. The Bible is full of stories of fathers who made mistakes.
Jacob favoured Joseph above all his other sons and not surprisingly Joseph becomes
an arrogant little horror and his brothers all hate him. King David fathered a son
called Absalom who ended up raising an army and going to war against him. Eli the
priest completely failed to inspire his sons with his faith: they used the temple money
for a life of debauchery and Eli could do nothing with them. Abraham rejected and



abandoned the son he had had with a slave woman; Isaac fathered twins who grew up
hating each other; Moses had sons who never saw him because he was too
preoccupied organising the Israelites in their journey across the desert.

In one episode of Dad’s Army, Captain Mainwaring quotes the verse “those whom
God has joined together, let not man put asunder.”

“No”” says Sergeant Wilson, “marriage falls asunder quite easily enough as it is.”
The Bible is not filled with stories of perfect families. It never attempts to cover up
the fact that human relationships are incredibly difficult to handle and that even the
best people do not get them right all the time. The kingdom of heaven is about human
beings, not super-humans. That is the first thing to remember.
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Jesus’ teachings then, about human relationships, can be quite complex. Because on

the one hand you have teaching about what should happen and on the other you have

teaching about what does happen.

The stories Jesus tells about the kingdom of heaven show that a high standard of

behaviour is expected in human relationships:

-a master expects his labourers to earn their money by hard, honest work

-a father expects obedience and respect from his children

-a banker who has lent money to his customers expects this money to be returned

- a man who is throwing a big party expects his friends to do him the courtesy of
turning up.

Courtesy, consideration, fair play, good service, respect and loyalty- these are the

standards of God’s kingdom. This is how God wants us to treat each other.

But what actually does happen in these stories?

-some labourers work much harder and longer than others;
-children rebel against their father;

-people who have borrowed money fail to pay it back;

-guests let the party-giver down and don’t turn up to the party?

OK, says Jesus. We have some pretty pathetic people here. What should happen now?
Well, the master should pay his workers strictly by the hour, the father should reject
the children who rebel against him, the banker should seize the debtors’ assets and the
party-giver should refuse ever to speak to his friends again. That is what the laws of
morality are about: there are standards to be maintained in a relationship and if you
fail to live up to those standards then the relationship is broken.

Right, but then, what does happen in Jesus’ stories?

The Master ends up paying all his workers the same money; the father forgives his
children, the banker cancels the debts, and even the party-giver uses his
disappointment to give some poor people a good time and cheers himself up.

What should happen is not always what does happen. To a lot of people then and to a
lot of people now this does not sound fair. You set high standards and you make rules,
only to let people off when they break them. How can that be right? Surely you are
looking at a state of social and moral anarchy?
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Jesus taught high standards. There is no doubt about that.

He also predicted punishment for those who failed to keep God’s laws and this
punishment is seen to happen.

In the story of the Prodigal Son, the father suffers deeply as a result of his mistakes.
He thinks that he will never see his son again; that he has sent him to destruction and
he blames himself bitterly for what has happened. The younger son suffers the acute
humiliation and despair of one who knows he has thrown his life and his assets down
the drain. The older son is desperately unhappy in his state of bitterness and jealousy.
They none of them “get away” with their failures.

The woman in the story we heard today- the prostitute who came and cried over
Jesus- she does not sound as though she was enjoying what she did; that she felt good
about herself.

In Jesus stories about masters and workers, the labourers who consistently fail to work
well and faithfully find that their strengths and opportunities dwindle while others
who work harder go further. And in Jesus’ stories about people who are not reliable,
they end up losing the trust and the benefits of a lasting friendship.

Human relationships are hard work and if you are not prepared to work at them to the
high standards required then your relationships will fail and all involved will suffer.
That is how things work.

But in the kingdom of God this is not necessarily the end of the story. It cannot be
because it leaves no hope. The black and white scenario of fault and punishment turns
into a never-ending chain of failure and destruction, failure and destruction. Our
fathers made mistakes in the ways they treated us; their fathers made mistakes in the
way they treated them; we make mistakes in the ways we treat our children. The
kingdom of heaven is about humans not super-humans. And so there has to be room
for forgiveness if human relationships are going to stand any chance at all of survival.

Think of the story of Joseph: Jacob had deceived his father; he had then been
deceived by his uncle; his sons had then deceived him by selling Joseph as a slave and
telling their father that wild animals had eaten him. When the truth finally comes out
Joseph is in a position to take a forceful act of revenge on his brothers and they
deserve it for what they did to him. But he refuses. There has been enough trouble and
hatred and deception in his family. He is the first person in three generations who is
strong enough to say, “Enough. Closure. We will wipe the slate clean and start
again.” And so the family is saved.

There have to be fathers who forgive their children for disobedience and disloyalty;
there have to be children who forgive their fathers for unfairness. There have to be
bankers who cancel debts; there have to be masters who give their weaker servants a
second chance; there have to be holy men who forgive sinful women. There have to
be people who can say, “That is enough. Closure. Wipe the slate clean and start
again.” Or what chance do any of us have?

Jesus taught us that God is our father and that he is great enough to forgive. We let
him down time and time again. We fail to live up to the good and high standards he
sets for us. We fail to give him the respect and the love which is his due. But God can
see beyond the black and white record of faults. God sees that we are human and
looks on us with love. And this is what should happen in human relationships.
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In the film “Pretty Woman,” Richard Gere played the part of a rich businessman who
hired a prostitute to live with him for a week. He said he needed a “professional,”
someone who would be at his beck and call during a rather stressful time, and he was
willing to pay her three thousand dollars. The woman keeps her side of the bargain,
she does everything he asks of her and she earns her fee. But by the end of the week
he realises that he is falling in love with her and that love is going to cost him a lot
more than three thousand dollars.

Love is going to make him vulnerable. Love is going to take him out of the comfort
zone of the business world where everything can be bought for a price and where he is
the boss, totally in control of everyone he employs. Love is going to cause him pain, it
is going to run the risk of making him feel guilty and inadequate, it is going to
demand self-sacrifice and forgiveness.

And this, taught Jesus, is how the kingdom of heaven works. God’s kingdom is about
high standards and the highest standard of all is that of love.

In parenting you certainly learn about the cost of loving.

You learn about giving life but life you are unable to control. You can only guide.
You learn that your child’s pain hurts far more than your own.

You learn to how to forgive seventy times seven

You learn to pour yourself out in self-sacrifice.

The cost is higher than you ever dreamed it could be.

But do you know what, said Jesus, you will think it is worth it. Once you experience
the reality of love, it is like finding a pear| of great price. You would give everything
else you own away, simply in order to keep it.

The kingdom of heaven is like a parenting class- you learn from God what really
matters to you in life and nothing can take that away from you.

Happy Father’s Day.

Amen.



