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Romans 13:8-14 (NIV)
Let no debt remain outstanding, except the continuing debt to love one another, for whoever loves others has
fulfilled the law. 9 The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery,” “You shall not murder,” “You shall
not steal,” “You shall not covet,” and whatever other command there may be, are summed up in this one
command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  10 Love does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore love is the
fulfillment of the law.

11 And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has already come for you to wake up from your
slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. 12 The night is nearly over; the day is
almost here. So let us put aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13 Let us behave decently,
as in the daytime, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension
and jealousy. 14 Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the
desires of the flesh.

Sermon
Back in the dark ages when I played baseball, my friends and I would call each other by the names of Big
League players at the time.  During a game, we would call out to each Two centuries ago, my great-great-great
grandparents Samuel and Theresa lived just outside Lancaster, Pennsylvania and were part of the broad network
of the Amish community.  These religious sects that shun electricity or telephones, without so much as a zipper
or button on their clothing.  I’ve seen pictures of the meeting house that Samuel help build.  These types of
communities, whether they be Amish, Mennonite, Society of Friends, have flourished in parts of the U.S., but
Lancaster seems to be ground zero.  These ancestors of mine actually moved from Lancaster, Pennsylvania to
Lancaster County, Nebraska, just outside a small village called Lancaster, named after their hometown in
Pennsylvania.  It was a surprise to them, I’m sure, when their new town soon renamed itself after their fallen
president, Lincoln.  My home city, the capital of Nebraska used to be called Lancaster, reflecting these
traditional roots.  But if you go back to Pennsylvania and participate in what they call Amish Tourism, as 8
million people do every year, you’ll find less and less Amish to see.  They’ve shrunk in the couple of decades. 
There’s around 30,000 Amish left in that part of the country.  If you do the math, that means there’s 266 tourists
for every Amish resident.  Why are they shrinking there?  Smaller families, cheaper land in other parts of the
US, and some kids just don’t want to stay Amish.  It’s actually putting a bind on some counties that depend on
tourism.  It’s hard to have tourists to come and see people who are no longer here.  But the Amish, and other
believers are facing the same issues that maybe we face in life: What do you do if your own kids don’t want to
follow in the faith tradition that you tried to give them?

This is a real pain that people have.  And a real struggle.  How do you love your children when they don’t lead
the life that you’ve shown them.  How do you talk to them without pushing them away?  How do you talk about
their mistakes without sounding judgmental or harpy?

Franklin, a young son of an evangelist found smoking and drinking and carousing around much more fulfilling
than his dad’s way of life.  Even got kicked out of college for his partying ways.  How do you, as Billy Graham,
help your child find the right path?  Adam Hamilton, the pastor of the largest Methodist Church in the country,
often laments that his own daughter moved to the Northwest, colored her hair, got a few piercings and lives
antithetical to the faith - the opposite of her upbringing.  If pastor kids go wayward, what hope is there for us?



Such is the story of our saint for today.  Arilius Augustine was born on this date, November 13 , 1,662 yearsth

ago in the 300's.  His mother was a Christian, his father was a pagan.  At the age of 16, his family sent him to
school in Carthage, the major Mediterranean hub for the Roman Empire.  While there, he didn’t do much
schooling, but he was getting a different kind of education in the school of sexual freedom.  Plunging headlong
into the promiscuity, he had, as he put it, “burned for all the satisfactions of hell,” outperforming his friends in
doing more, going farther, sinking lower.  Remember, this just isn’t typical college wild oats, but a Roman city
port city where anything is legal and could be bought.  He discovered that he was good at this.  By 18, he was
the father of a child by one of his mistresses, and was pledged to be married to a 10 year old - which ultimately
fell through because the age of consent for marriage was 12, and he didn’t want to wait.  As he fell in love with
pleasures of the flesh, he found it wanting.  So he tried intellectualism.  He basked in philosophy and logic in
the best schools of the day.  He discovered that he was good at this.  He moved to Italy to pursue a career among
the wise, teaching at the great universities in Italy.  Yet through it all, one thing remained constant: Aurelius had
a Godly, praying mother named Monica.  He had broken her heart, but not her love.  Soiled the family name, but
nothing could stop her prayers.  She pleaded with the local Bishop to intervene and talk to him, but the Bishop
said no, that Augustine must discover by reading what his error is.  Augustine was in Milan at this time,
teaching Rhetoric in the Imperial Court.  And according to his book Confessions, Augustine had a visitor from
Africa.  And the guest noticed a copy of Paul’s writings to the Romans.  The Bible wasn’t quite put together
quite yet, you would find different writings separate from the other.  The visitor, a Christian, began speaking
about Christian things assuming that Augustine was also a believer.  This was in 386 AD, Augustine was 31. 
The visitor asked if he was familiar with the incredible sacrifices many were making for the cause of Christ. 
The mission work, the dedication, even loving others - enemies even.  Two state officials they both knew had
recently left their post to work for the poor - an insane idea then, and maybe now.  The visitor left, and
Augustine felt, as he put it, “naked in my own sight.” to the meaningless life he was leading.  He grabbed Paul’s
letter, and opened it up.  The first thing he found was Chapter 13.  “Let us walk in daylight, as in the daylight,
not in carousing and drunkenness.  Not in sexual impurity and promiscuity, not in quarreling and jealousy.  But
put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no plans to satisfy the fleshy desires.”  His mother’s prayers were
answered.  Augustine had that change of heart and dedicated himself to God and to the work.  He began
preaching and writing.  The Roman Empire was about to go bust, and some believe that it was the work of
Augustine that helped the church prepare, and survive the dark ages about to come.  Between the time of Jesus
and Martin Luther 1,500 years later, no other Saint helped the faith more than he.  He had many writings,
including City of God, and Confessions - both classics.  Indeed, Confessions was his account of early mess-ups
and the saving grace that saved him.  It is also the earliest autobiography that we have in literature.  He would
eventually become Bishop in Africa - and in his work, set the tone for Western theology and thinking for
centuries.  A wayward son, a praying mother, and as one historian of the day put it, he established anew the
ancient faith.
    
So what can we learn from this saint?  What can we learn from this story?  If you have a wayward kid, here are a
few things that may help.

First, get rid of unfounded guilt.  Get rid of unfounded guilt.  One lament that I hear from parents is “Where did
I go wrong?”  Friends, a fact about children is that they are their own person.  They find their own way.  This is
something that terrifies me - that my kids won’t do exactly as a say or want them to do - just as I probably didn’t
live up to the path that my parents laid out for me.  Get rid of the guilt that it was your fault.  When Jesus gave
the parable about the Prodigal son, you know, the story about the kid who goes off and wastes his life away,
Jesus didn’t say, “If only that father and mother had tried harder.  Get rid of the guilt you may carry.  Their kids. 
Being dumb is practically in their job description.  I know, I was a kid.  And I was dumb.  And some may ask,
“was?”  Lay aside your guilt.  You see, we all have free will.  I have free will, and even if we don’t like to admit
it, my kids have it too.  This free will thing started right away.  Adam and Eve, don’t eat the apple.  You ate the
apple.  The one little thing I asked you not to do. Stop beating yourself up for who your kids are.



Second, and I don’t want this to sound trite: Pray.  I don’t get too bogged down with spiritual warfare, good vs
evil, but this is what it is.  And prayer is the best weapon against dark forces.  Pray that they find the right path. 
Pray that God will send someone in their life who can show them a better way.  Monica kept praying for
Augustine, keeping that door open, but it took someone else to shove him through that door.  Pray that they hit
rock bottom sooner than later so they can climb their way back up.  Pray!  Pastor Mike, I’ve been praying, and it
isn’t working!  Well, just keep praying - cause it’s what we got.  And prayer can change the hearts of others, but
it really changes us.  Maybe our prayers should be less, “Lord, they’re messed up, please fix them.”, to “How
can I be the best parent for them today?”  Keep praying.

Last, knowing that you’re not perfect, but be the image of Christ that you want them to be.  In the end, that’s the
best we’ve got.  Keep the door open.  Always let them know that they are loved and valued - and show Christ to
them.  Be gentle in your disappointment with them, try more listening than preaching at them.  Don’t expect
them to be perfect.  Chances are, you’re not either.  The greatest thing you can do for your prodigal is to live the
most godly, wonderful, exciting, joy-filled, abundant Christian life as evidence of your relationship with Christ.
Your life can testify to the fact that there is no happier life, no more fulfilling life than the one found in abiding
with Jesus daily. In time your prodigal will see that in you.  And in the end, what do you do if your prodigal
remains a prodigal? You get on with your own life.  Live the life that God has called you to be.  Stop beating
yourself up.  They may come back to the faith.  They may not.  That choice is theirs.

Yes, the Amish in Lancaster are shrinking.  But they’re growing in other places.  Almost doubled since the early
1990's.  And the rules and regs they follow are evolving as time and technology change.  97% of all Amish, the
most conservative branches are O.K. with washing machines.  Times moves on, methods change, but keep
showing the love of Christ.

Let me read a portion of Confessions.  If you know Christian music, these words might sound familiar:  Late
have I loved you.  You called and You shouted, Broke through my deafness, You shattered my darkness,
Washed away my blindness, breathing in, breathing out, I'm alive again.

What’s my message?  You or God cannot control your adult kids, just as your parents or God can control you. 
But keep praying, and keep showing Christ.  And maybe, just maybe, the prodigal will come home.  Anything
can happen.  Anything.  Let me give you the most improbable sentence: At the White House, President Donald
Trump will greet the World Series Champions the Chicago Cubs.  No matter if you like or hate that sentence, if
you would have told me just a year or two ago that this was going to happen, not a chance.  Against all odds. 
The universe is big. It’s vast and complicated and ridiculous. And sometimes, very rarely, impossible things just
happen and we call them miracles.  May the prodigals in your life find anew the ancient faith.

Amen.


