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Sermon-4 Lent-C 
March 6, 2016 

 
 

“But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and 
has come to life; he was lost and has been found.” 

                                                                                                                           Luke’s Gospel 
 
 

 If you will indulge me a moment or two as I recall a vivid memory from my 

freshman experience in college, a mere and scant few years ago.  We were 

midway through fall exam week just before the Christmas holidays.  The tradition 

at the college was for the faculty and staff to furnish a buffet of high carb, low 

cost food at midnight to reward us freshmen for our first attempt at preparing for 

and enduring final exams at this small, then all-male campus.  It was also to 

encourage us not to lose heart as we still had a couple more days to go.  God 

bless these good-hearted and generous people for understanding the needs and 

incentives of 250 eighteen year old boys.  After a grueling first semester with so 

much riding on our performance in the final exams, this treat was a brief and 

temporary respite.  We were very appreciative, even though in the end the 

faculty and staff might not have thought so.  I don’t know if it was the late hour, 

or the high anxiety of exams, or the congested brains crammed with too many 

facts and ideas, but we all snapped.  As an entire cohort we snapped, right there 
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in the commons dining room.  As soon as we had had our fill, the food began to 

fly.  We engaged in a full blown, out and out food fight that raged for a good half 

hour.  My memory shuts down at this point but I may remember slipping and 

falling on some guacamole.  In retrospect I think this break in the demands and 

rigors of intense studying and high pressure performance imparted to us 

immature budding collegians a needed breather, a change in pace, a reward for 

hard work.   If there were consequences for this embarrassing and sophomoric 

behavior, post-traumatic stress does not permit me to recall now.      

Today in church we’re in the pink.  This 4th Sunday in Lent we temporally 

jettison the customary Lenten penitential purple, and celebrate this day with less 

somber rose colored liturgical hangings.  Thus the common name given to this 

day, Rose Sunday.  It is also called by the Latin name Laetare Sunday.  Laetare 

means “rejoice.”  As the jubilant father in today’s Parable of the Prodigal Son 

proclaimed concerning his once lost but now regained son, “But we had to 

celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to 

life.”  For me the image of this disheartened father suddenly spying his lost son at 

a distance returning to the family fold after his profligate absence, not waiting for 

his son to reach him, but rushing out onto the highway in joyous thanksgiving to 

embrace him, is one of the most searing images in the Bible.   
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So what does that parable have to do with us and the fourth Sunday in Lent 

being different from all the other Lenten days?  When we think of Lent, what 

words come to mind—penitential, fasting, solemn, somber, self-denial, austere—

not exactly words of rejoicing!  So why in the middle week of Lent, this past 

Thursday being the exact midpoint, are we today regaled with a warm, festive 

rose color and talking about rejoicing?  Isn’t that antithetical to the Lenten 

principle, the Lenten philosophy, the Lenten doctrine of sober melancholy?  

Throughout this season aren’t we supposed to cry out in anguish to the Lord and 

attempt to atone for all our sins?  As we recite from Psalm 51 on Ash Wednesday 

at the beginning of Lent: 

Wash me through and through from my wickedness and cleanse me from 

my sin.  For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 

Pretty heavy stuff.  Not exactly seeing life through rose-colored glasses.  So why 

this sudden change today, and then next week we’re back to solemn purple until 

Holy Week?  Could it be that we need a break from dourness?  Does the well-

being of our human nature, created in the image of God, require a sabbath from 

prolonged strictness and problematic purity?  After all, wasn’t the Sabbath made 

for man and not man for the Sabbath?  Do we need encouragement, an incentive, 
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to face another 3 weeks of Lent? At this point, do we actually need to rejoice?  Do 

we need a restrained food fight, in a manner of speaking, to get us through?  So if 

we do, then are we then obligated to feel guilty about that and seek forgiveness?  

Is it too much to ask for us to be solemnly penitential for 40 long days? 

 I think this practice of allowing this Sunday to give us a boost, to 

temporarily lighten the load, can be carried to other aspects of our lives.  When 

hiking do you ever need to adjust the heaviness of the back pack on your 

shoulders?  When climbing a long steep hill do you ever stop midway for just a 

moment to catch your breath and rest your weary muscles?  Might the rigors of 

life, everyday living, require the same?  Do we push ourselves too hard, deprive 

ourselves of many of the joys of God’s world, because we think we must cling 

tightly to a certain principle, proclaim heartily a particular narrow doctrine or 

dogma, or adhere uncritically and naively to the tenants of a certain social, 

economic, religious, or political movement?  And by such uncompromising 

certainty might we show ourselves to be harsh, intolerant, and self-serving.  Is any 

of this congruent with the call of the gospel of love and compassion?  Where is 

the rejoicing there?  Might the mandates of our humanness point us to living in a 

world governed by more than only the thoughts and ideas of our own heads?  

Does God really want us to struggle to shoehorn our lives into the limitations 
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dictated by our imperfect minds?  To quote Parker Palmer, an admired and 

respected Quaker author and educator: 

 You don’t think your way into a new kind of living.  You live your way into a 

new kind of thinking.   

May our living be joyful, especially when we’re trying to be good.  And may that 

rejoicing be in accordance with God’s will for us.  As Paul says in Philippians: 

Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 

And may I respectfully add, “But watch out for the guacamole.” 

AMEN  


