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I. Who are we? 

Who are we?   That is a very big question.  Perhaps an unanswerable question.  

Who are we?   That question deserves some modifiers:   

Who are we as Westmorelanders?  
Who are we as Christians, as people who seek to follow the ways of Jesus in the 
world?  Who are we as citizens of the world, as sisters and brothers? 

  

Who we are may best be explored by asking other questions:   

What is important to us?  
How do we treat each other?    
What do we do with our time and our money and our energy? 

 

 For the month of May we have been reading parables from the fifteenth chapter of Luke, 

parables about being lost and found. These parables were the plot of our children’s musical that was 

presented on Mother’s Day:  

The parable of the lost sheep,  
The parable of the lost coin,  
And the scripture for today, the prodigal son,  

which could be called the parable of the lost child. 
 

  



The Parable of the Prodigal Son is one of the best-known stories of the Bible.   Like all 

parables it has many levels of understanding. There are many ways to enter into this story. 

 One of the ways to explore the parable of the Prodigal Son is to see it as a question.  Jesus 

tells this story to a group of people who were criticizing him:   

A son wants to explore the world. He asks his parents for a share of the inheritance.  
He goes off into the world for a big adventure, and he squanders the money on 
dissolute living.   Meanwhile back home, another son is working hard, following the 
rules, grumbling about his brother, apparently growing more intolerant by the day. 
All the while, the father paces, waits, hopes, longs for the prodigal’s return.  

  

The question Jesus is asking the Pharisees is, Who are you?   

How do you treat other people?   
Who are you in this story?  
Are you the wasteful wanderer?   
Are you the grumbling brother?  
Are you the hopeful and generous parent? 

  

And those questions are not just for the Pharisees of 2000 years ago.  They are for us:. 

Who are we?  
How do we live in the world?  
How do we treat each other? 
 

 

This morning, I would like to ask you to consider three situations, three complicated matters 

that have been on my mind the past few days.  I would like to invite you to consider these situations 

with the Parable of the Prodigal Son in mind.  Enter into these situations with the questions… 

Who are we?  
How do we treat each other?   
How do we live in the world?  

 

…rolling around in your mind. 

 

 



II. Tent of Nations 

First, a long, long way from us.  About six miles outside of Bethlehem a family owns a 

hundred acre farm.  The soil is rocky, the climate is forbidding. It is hard to make a living there.  The 

farmers are the Nassar family.  They have tilled that land for a long, long time.  The paperwork they 

have says they have registered that land as their family farm since at least the days of the Ottoman 

Empire.  The oldest document they have is a hand-drawn map, maybe a hundred or more years old. 

In that rocky ground, the Nassar family grows apricots and apples and grapes. 

The Nassar family are Christians.   They live in a troubled part of the world, and so they’ve 

tried to use their farm for good. They’ve used part of their land to build a peace center to host 

conferences and to promote nonviolence.  As Christian Palestinians living in a tinder box, they have 

adopted as a family motto, the phrase, “We refuse to be enemies.” 

Several years ago, the Israeli government declared the Nassar farm to be state land.  The 

Nassar family appealed in the courts.  They brought, among other things, the hand-drawn map. 

Word is, the Israeli government has said they won’t accept that map as legitimate because it is hand-

drawn. The latest ruling from the government was in April, saying the Nassars don’t own their farm.  

On May 5, the family appealed that case.  No ruling has yet been issued on the appeal. 

Then, with this appeal outstanding, at 8:00 this past Monday morning, Israeli soldiers 

arrived, and in two hours destroyed 1500 fruit trees.  Apple trees, apricot trees, grapevines ripped 

from the earth, covered over with rocks and dirt. 

 

One question that troubles me is: 

Why punish the apples trees?   
What did the earth do to deserve being destroyed?  
Why, in our effort to prove we own the land, do we ravage the land?  

 

 



 

A larger set of questions: 

Who are we?  
How do we treat each other?  
How do we engage in events of such tragedy and grief?   
Are we the wanderer off on our own? 
Are we the finger-wagging other brother?  
Are we the hopeful parent seeking reconciliation for the human family?  
Or do we sit idly by, not caring?  
Do we simply hear the story, then turn the page with a half-hearted ho-hum? 
 

 

III. Debbie Parker 

A second situation, this one much closer to home, a matter affecting our church.   

You may have noticed Debbie Parker's name has been included on our list of prayers and 

concerns recently.  Many of you know Debbie.  Debbie’s cleaning company, D&M Cleaning, has 

taken care of our building for many years.  Debbie worked with her father, Joe, for some time 

before his death.  And now she works with her son, Martell.  

Debbie has a lung condition called sarcoidosis, an illness that makes breathing difficult.  Last 

fall she was hospitalized and has been placed on oxygen. She has been unable to work full-time since 

then.  

Members of the congregation have worked with Debbie and have determined that she is 

eligible for Social Security disability.  She has started the process of applying for this benefit.  But as 

you may know, disability application is a complicated process.  It would be very helpful if a member 

or two or three from the congregation would assist her in filing her initial claim.  Maybe you have 

experience with the disability process, maybe not.   Either way, that’s okay. 

 As of June Debbie will be ending her work here at Westmoreland.  As I said, she is not in 

very good health.  Sarah Smith, a member of our Governance Council, has been working with 



Debbie and Martell to coordinate this.  The plan at this point is for Martell to continue on as an 

employee of the church.  

You also need to know that we are planning a celebration for Debbie at the coffee hour on 

June 29.  We want to thank her and honor her and celebrate her over 30 years of service and 

friendship to Westmoreland.    Again, the Governance Council is coordinating this; look for a letter 

in the mail. You will be invited to contribute toward a financial gift as a thank you for Debbie. 

The real need is to find two or three volunteers who can assist Debbie with her disability 

application as she makes this important transition.    

 

Now, I’m going to say something that may get me in trouble: 

The Governance Council has been very thoughtful in working with Debbie and 
Martell.  Sarah Smith, Jeanine Derr and others.  Many of you have been so kind and 
so attentive to Debbie.  
 

Here’s where I am going to get in trouble...   
 
I know you all mean well.  Let me ask you a favor… 
 

Try as hard as you can to not second guess the people who are 
helping.   
Try as hard as you can to not offer unnecessary advice.   
Try as hard as you can to not say, “Well, what you should do is this…”   

 
The story of the Prodigal Son says that when the wandering brother came home, the 
father planned a party.  And before the table had been set, up from the field came 
the elder brother to say, “Why are you doing that?  What you should have done is 
this.”   
 
Second-guessing the good intentions of others can be exhausting; enjoying a party is 
much more fun. 
 
 

IV. Gun Violence 
 

A third situation.  This one not as far away as Bethlehem, and not as close as our church.  

Santa Barbara, California.  Six people killed, seven others wounded as yet another disturbed young 



man goes on a shooting rampage in this country.  This is going to sound absurd, but there have been 

103 mass shootings in this country this year – 103 shootings where multiple people have been shot 

and wounded or killed.  That’s an average of five a week.  (Source: Forbes, Mark Heisler)   And yet, 

for all practical purposes, we as a nation have done very little in response. 

I read a column in Forbes magazine yesterday.  Mark Heisler is a sports writer.  He and his 

wife live in Northridge California, outside Los Angeles.  Their daughter goes to school in Santa 

Barbara, seventy five miles away.  In his column he described the anxiety of learning about the 

shooting at UC Santa Barbara and not being able to reach his daughter.    And I thought of the 

parents of the 10,000 people who, each year, are shot and killed or injured in this country.   

In time, Mark Heisler reached his daughter.  She was fine.  Seven others were not; they were 

wounded.  And six others were killed.  I thought of their parents receiving that agonizing news.  

And I thought of the father in this parable, waiting, pacing, hoping, wondering about his son. 

 

Who are we?  Who are we in this story in the Gospel of Luke?  Who are we in our day and 

time?  How do we treat each other?  How we do spend our time and energy? 

 

I do not pretend to be able to answer these questions.  I do not have the answers to all of 

life’s complexities.  But let me tell you one small effort with which I am going to be engaged… 

The Clergy Caucus of Action in Montgomery (AIM), is working together on an 
initiative called “Do Not Stand Idly By.” The title comes from a verse in the book of 
Leviticus that says, “Do not stand idly by while another’s blood is shed.”   
 
Through this initiative, “Do Not Stand Idly By,” AIM clergy are going to ask our 
elected officials, when they purchase guns for the Montgomery County police force 
to commit to working only with gun manufacturers who work with reputable dealers 
and to work only with manufacturers who produce “smart” guns. 
 
The statistics say that of all the gun crimes committed in this country, a huge number 
of them can be traced to guns that were purchased at 15 or 20 stores across the 



country, stores who just aren’t playing by the rules. Through this effort, elected 
officials can say, “We won’t work with you, if you work with them.” 
 
Also, weapons are being developed that use technology to create greater safety 
mechanisms so that guns only fire under certain circumstances.  Manufacturers are 
having a hard time gaining market support for these smart guns because of pushback 
from lobbying groups.  One small step in that direction is for area clergy to ask our 
officials to support companies that are making “smart”guns.  This is a simple step to 
use the buying power of Montgomery County to make the streets of our country 
safer. 

 

V. Who are we? 

This is a long and winding sermon… 

The destruction of a farm outside Bethlehem.   
Help for our friend Debbie as she applies for disability.   
Another gun shooting.   

 

This is not the sermon I set out to preach this week.  You will see in the bulletin the title, 

“The Cemetery of the Prodigals.”  I set out to preach a sermon much more closely related to 

Memorial Day. 

But no matter what I typed, these three situations are the things that kept kept rolling 

around in my head, so I invite you to consider these matters. 

 

Who are we?  And how do we live in the world? 

 

I recognize this is not a sermon of great comfort or even rousing inspiration.   

Destruction in Palestine. 
A friend in need of disability. 
Gun violence. 
These things may leave us more unsettled than certain. 

 

And to some people, these issues may not even seem like topics for sermons.  To some, 

these issues may seem more like politics or social commentary.  I thought about that.   I could have 



mentioned Debbie’s health needs in the announcement for instance.  But as I thought about this, as 

I thought about all of these issues, it seems to me that they are matters of theology and spirituality, 

more than they are practicality.  They are matters of faith more than they are matters of logistics.  

These are matters that reach to the core of who we are as Westmorelanders, as Christians, as citizens 

of God’s good world. 

And so I ask you to prayerfully, respectfully, carefully, kindly and passionately consider these 

three matters.  Turn them over in your heart and mind in the coming days: 

 
A thousand apple trees and grapevines and apricot trees  
ripped from the soil.   
A caretaker of this building for thirty years needing help in a time of change.   
Seven people wounded, six people killed on the sidewalk near a college campus. 
 
 
A wandering brother seeking adventure, come home with humility.   
Another brother who can’t quite see his way to welcome.  
A father watching, waiting, seeking to make things right for the family. 

 

Who are we?   
Who are we as we live in the world?   
How do we treat each other?   
How do we spend our time and our energy and money?   
What is important to us?    
How are we to live? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



Pastoral Prayer 
 
Holy and gracious God,  
God whose care embraces all peoples  
and whose wisdom inspires every path of the spirit, 
we pray today with the woes of the world much with us. 
 
We pray for the Nassar family and for the land they till. 
We pray for Pope Francis as he visits Israel and Palestine. 
We pray for all people of peace and goodwill who seek a way where there seems to be no way. 
 
We pray for our friend Debbie Parker, and for Martell and for Mia. 
We pray that we would care for them with sensitivity and grace. 
 
We pray for the victims of Friday’s shooting in California. 
We pray for the courage to say, NO, to ways and means of violence. 
 
We pray for peace and health, O God, for all of creation. 
 
This Memorial Day Weekend, we remember those who have died in battle. 
We remember and we grieve with all those who have lost loved ones in war. 
 
As we remember, as we pray for comfort and compassion, 
We commit ourselves once again to the causes that compel us:  
 

The safety of children,  
Justice for oppressed, 
Freedom for the enslaved, 
And a better way of life for all people. 

 
We pray that we would be willing to engage the world with our actions 
And that we would be willing to make the sacrifices necessary  
that others might have the freedom  
 

to play,  
to pray,  
to work,  
and to dream. 
 

We pray for all your children in need, Holy One, 
 
Children young and old, who experience hunger and war and death and grief. 
 
We pray for the concerns of the people gathered in this place 
And for the far-flung people of the earth. 
 
We pray for Muslims, Jews, Christians. 
We pray for the day when peace will guide the paths of all nations. 



We pray that we would live with compassion, kindness and hope, 
So that the sounds of our neighborhoods 
may be filled with  
 

joy,  
laughter,  
friendship,  
and love. 
 

This we ask, trusting you O God of all nations and peoples,  
to guide us toward your realm that has no beginning and no end,  
a realm that embraces all nations and all of creation in love and light. 
A realm we find manifested in the amazing grace of Jesus the Christ. 
 
 
Thanks to Rev. Dr. Bruce Epperly for sharing his Memorial Day prayer, which was the inspiration for this prayer. 

 
 

 
Benediction 
 
May streams of justice water a thirsty earth. 
May the crops of grace spring up in our souls. 
May all people eat a table of plenty and peace 
Amen.  
 


