On Becoming a Softy

Luke 15:20 "He ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him..."

Blisters. It wasn't any time at all before my hands started hurting as I dug post-holes for the back yard fence at my rental house. Back 15 years ago I dug post-holes allover our 200 acre farm. Then, it was the second day before I developed blisters. Yesterday, it didn't take twenty minutes. 

            The truth is I'm "soft," and I worry some , about what my deceased Father might think. I fear I'm turning into one of those "city boys" at which I used to contemptuously poke fun. What I fear more is that my son is well on his way to becoming one, and unlike myself will have no pangs of conscience about it. Rather than a fence builder he sees a Dad who sits in an air-conditioned office contemplating works of art. 

         Over my right shoulder is a portrait of Alexander Campbell, that nineteenth century hero and founder of our particular stream of Christianity. His eyes are looking down to his left on to me as I sit at my desk. Most of the time those eyes offer me understanding and sympathy. But today the eyes remind me of some of the stem old men I knew as a child who would give me disapproving looks, mysteriously seeming to know just what I was thinking. Campbell would not have agreed with what I said from the pulpit this last Sunday night. And though there isn't a scholar, a teacher or a preaching peer to whom I am close who would doubt in the least what I said, it pains me that Elder Campbell and the people who raised me in the faith would be displeased. 

         It pains me in part because I'm just beginning to know what its like for a child not to follow in my own footsteps. Despite what people often say, my son, Quentin, is not just a "little Kent." What thrilled me as a child doesn't necessarily thrill him. General Grant just does not hold a candle to Luke Skywalker in my boy's eyes. Quentin is smarter than I was at his age-he disagrees with me about things that I have to admit he may well be right about. And that is disorienting. 

        That's also one reason I love my copy of Rembrant's Return of the Prodigal Son that sits on my desk. Rembrant's Father places his strong, thick left hand and gentle right hand around the tattered, shoeless prodigal who rests in his Father's embrace. Many of us these days wrestle with the hurt of breaking with family and religious tradition. But as long as we trust in Jesus, the Father wants to give us his blessing. No matter how misguided we may be, if we want to come back to him as unworthy children, Abba Dad gives us his blessing. The blessing of the Father is not earned-it is just a free gift given to one who looks to his Father for love. Oh how that blessing makes generational change bearable. Oh what a message of love we have to share with changing families! 
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