Spiritual Slinkies

Rev. Heather Kirk-Davidoff



    Kittamaqundi Community Church

March 18, 2007—The Fourth Sunday in Lent



    Luke 15:1-3; 11b-32


Sometimes, a well-known scripture is a lot harder to read than an unfamiliar one.  When our Worship Task Group read and discussed today’s Gospel lesson, the parable of the Prodigal Son, I was surprised by the strong feelings that the story stirred in us.  A number of us had long-standing arguments with this parable.  The more we talked, the clearer it became that our reaction to this parable was heavily colored by our family histories.  Some of us identified with the older brother in this story—the one who stayed home and did what he was supposed to and then felt slighted by the attention and gifts that his father gave his younger brother.  (Do any of you identify with him?)  Others of us got a bit peeved at all of the older brothers in the group, and of course it turned out that we identified more with the Prodigal.  The more we talked, the more we stirred the pot of all our past resentments and jealousies and memories of being boxed in or misunderstood within our own families, and the less settled we became about what this scripture really had to offer by way of insight about God’s call in our lives and our response.


It’s hard to put aside our own experience of family when we read a scripture that talks about the dynamics within a family, but I’m going to suggest that this morning we try to do exactly that, and attempt to read this scripture through a different lens.  Let’s put aside our family story for a moment, and think instead of our spiritual journey.  Let’s consider the paths we have traveled as we’ve lived and grown in our faith, our relationship to God over the years.  With this part of our life experience in mind, how might we read the parable of the Prodigal Son differently?  And how might the journeys in this parable lead us to interpret our spiritual journey differently?


There is, after all, a journey at the heart of this parable.  But how would we describe it—how would we map it?  One way to describe the journey is this:  The Prodigal Son leaves home and travels to a distant land.  He first has a good time there, and then he runs out of money and starts to have a very bad time.  His journey eventually leads him to a pig sty, and that becomes for him the end of the road.  He’s reached a dead end, and he decides at that point to make a U-turn.  He goes back home and his greeted by his father whose embrace assures him that he can start over on the right path.  So, his journey could be summarized in this way: out and away and then turn and come back.


Have you ever mapped your spiritual journey—or some portion of it—in that way?  Way out, dead end, turn back.  There are, of course, a lot of important lessons to be learned from a seeing our journey in that way.  At various points of my life it’s been incredibly helpful to remember that it is possible to turn back when you realize that you’ve headed down the wrong road.  It’s not always what we do—sometimes, when we realize we’ve gone down the wrong road, we figure we might as well keep going and hope it will eventually link back up to where we should be.  Have any of you done that?  We can feel like we’ve put so much time into traveling down the wrong road, made such an investment in that wrong road, that we might as well stick with it and hope that it will eventually become the right road, or at least an all right road.  But this parable reminds us that it is possible, and often it is really necessary, to acknowledge first to ourselves and then to others that road we’re traveling has not been taking us in the direction we know we need to go, and that we want to go back and have a fresh start on the right route.


But there are also some problems with reading this parable as a story about a U-turn, a do-over.  For one thing, the Prodigal son doesn’t really return to the same place he started from.  The home he returns to is different from the home he has left.  This is due in large part to the changes he’s made.  Before he leaves, his home feels to him like a place of captivity—he feels constricted by it, limited and controlled by it.  But after his time in the wilderness, home becomes his Promised Land.  His father, who he had experienced as constraining, is now embracing.  (and this difficulty is expressed by the older brother who wants younger brother to fall into line behind him….)


Maybe our spiritual journeys aren’t really as linear as we’ve been imagining them for the past three weeks.  After all, if they are linear, then you are either moving towards your goal, or you’re moving away from it.  And if they are linear, then returning, repenting, gets you off the wrong road, but it puts you back at zero on the right road.  And I’m not sure that’s really true.  It doesn’t feel like what my experience of my spiritual journey has been, and it doesn’t feel like the kind of journey that Jesus calls us to travel alongside him.


So how should we map our spiritual journeys if they aren’t just straight roads?  We might imagine them as labyrinths as Bonnie described to the kids.  Or we might imagine them as a spiral staircase, an image that author Karen Armstrong used in her memoir with that title.  One imagine I’m especially fond of is a slight variation on that theme.  Maybe we could best map our spiritual journeys onto a slinkie.  All three of these images contain the insight that going in the wrong direction can in fact be part of our journey.  Sometimes, heading away from where we want to go is part of heading towards it.  And if we find that our journey has brought us back to a familiar place—if our journey away from home ends up bring us back to our own doorsteps, this doesn’t mean that all the traveling we’ve done has been for naught.  We can return somewhere and still have moved ahead, the way we progress up a spiral staircase—returning to the north side of a building, for example, again and again, but advancing a bit higher each time we pass by that direction.

1.  The wrong road is still part of the journey.

2.  Return is not always regression.  


We have to reckon with our pasts….

3.  Our end is often our beginning.

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time.

-T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets
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