 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Sermon - 21.06.2026 – Fathers’ Day (Proper 7) YA
    “What is the point of Fathers’ Day?”

Lectionary readings: Genesis 21:8-21; Psalm 86:1-10, 16-17; Romans 6:1b-11; Luke 15:11-32
8 The child grew, and was weaned; and Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9 But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with her son Isaac. 10 So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 11 The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son. [Gen 21:8-11 NRSV]
11 Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living…“But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.”… 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate…  Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 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 15:11-13, 20b, 23,24; 31,32 NRSV]
As we plod along in what the liturgical calendar calls Ordinary Time (it even sounds rather boring!), we suddenly come across a Sunday which is not merely Proper 7, as the Lectionary has it, but is also the celebration of Fathers’ Day in the UK and other countries and co-incidentally this year, it is also the Summer Solstice, aka The Longest Day!  I won’t be dwelling on this last point other than it seems a bit strange to be celebrating during what may well be the wettest June on record!
Fathers’ Day is not a religious festival but is often celebrated in churches.  Come to that, Mothers’ Day is not a religious festival either (it’s another American secular celebration) but we have simply tagged it on to the traditional Mothering Sunday service, which is not the same thing at all!  For whatever reason, since the Reformation, ‘fatherhood’ has not been celebrated in Protestant churches, although
in Roman Catholic countries of Europe, since the Middle Ages, it has been observed on 19th March, as St Joseph’s Day. In contrast, Fathers’ Day was founded in Spokane, WA, USA, by a lady called Sonora Smart Dodd in 1910.  Dodd had been inspired by a Mothers’ Day sermon she attended in 1909 and wanted a parallel observance to honour her father, William Jackson Smart — a Civil War veteran and widower who raised six children alone on a farm in eastern Washington after his wife died in childbirth. The first observance took place on 19th June 1910, at the Spokane YMCA. Nowadays, it is observed annually on the third Sunday in June across the USA, United Kingdom, Canada, India, and dozens of other countries. The date is not fixed to a specific calendar day but moves each year because it is anchored to the third Sunday of June, not a static date like 25th December. As a result, Father’s Day can fall anywhere between 15th and 21st June. 

Fathers’ Day received informal endorsements from Presidents Woodrow Wilson in 1916 and Calvin Coolidge in 1924, but it was not established as a permanent national observance until President Richard Nixon signed a proclamation on 24th April 1972, designating the third Sunday in June as Father’s Day. This gave the holiday US federal recognition for the first time, 62 years after its first observance.  So, its observance in the UK is a very recent practice indeed.
To clarify, although it’s not a specifically religious festival, the thinking behind Fathers’ Day is indeed biblical. Because we ourselves are privileged to know God as our Father [e.g. Matt 6:9], we can celebrate our earthly fathers as a remembrance of how we all have a heavenly Father who loves us and desires the best for us [e.g. Rom 8:28-30]. It is fitting then that we can glorify the Lord when we honour our own fathers, not only on Father’s Day but all through the year.

Early in the Bible [Ex 20], the Lord God gave His people the Ten Commandments. Honouring our father and mother is the fifth commandment, and the first to address what we might call our horizontal relationships (the first four are vertical in the respect that they are about how we are to worship and honour God). This, the fifth commandment, speaks of the importance of family relationships and reminds us that our God is a relational Being; as we were reminded on Trinity Sunday, He has been in communion with the others of the Trinity throughout eternity (God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit).

So, although Fathers’ Day is not a religious festival as such, you can clearly see how human fatherhood should be modelled on the concept of the Fatherhood of God, so we can certainly celebrate it in a manner relevant to our own Christian walk.  So, what can we learn from today’s Lectionary readings that can help us make the connection?

Well, in the Genesis passage, we have one of the most remarkable examples of (not entirely successful!) fatherhood of all time, the results of which still affect our daily lives in 2026! Gen 21 gives the sad, and still tragic, story of Abraham, Hagar and Ishmael. If it’s been a while since you read the whole story, I encourage you to read it again when you get the chance.  In summary, in Gen 15, we read of the great covenant (the Abramic Covenant) God makes with stateless, childless Abram the Hebrew: “5 [God] brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your descendants be.” 6 And [Abram] believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness.” Then, in Gen 16, Abram and Sarai try to fulfil the prophetic covenant their own way, and the Egyptian servant girl, Hagar, produces Abram’s son Ishmael. Despite this false start, in Gen 17, God reconfirms the Covenant, changes their names to Abraham and Sarah and, in Gen 18, despite their very great age, promises them a ‘legitimate’ son of their own. In Gen 21:1-7, this son, named Isaac, is duly born and in this morning’s reading, vv.8-21, we read of the banishment of Hagar and Ishmael from Abraham’s household: 10 So [Sarah] said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.” 11 The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son.” [Gen 21:10,11]. As we now know, present-day Jews are descended from Isaac and present-day Arabs (and others) are descended from Ishmael and, along with us Christians, acknowledge Abraham as our forefather. Even within the last few weeks, you have seen Donald Trump trying to persuade various Arab nations to sign up to what are known as the ‘Abraham Accords’, which attempt to bring an end to the long-standing conflicts in the Middle East.  Well, we will find out in the next few weeks whether this works or not, but regardless of the outcome, on this Fathers’ Day, we should again consider the importance of our descent from and the ‘fatherhood’ of Abraham and how that should inform and qualify our whole view on the present Middle East conflicts.
Turning now to our Gospel reading (Luke 15), we have the well-known ‘Parable of the Prodigal Son’ Now, like me, you have probably heard numerous talks and sermons on this parable from early childhood and they will have probably (and understandably, given the title) have focused primarily on the two sons – the younger (prodigal) and the elder (priggish).  However, today, on Fathers’ Day, I want to focus on the father of the sons: “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them.” [Luke 15:12]. Because the story is so well known, I will not attempt any exegesis of this passage; suffice to say that the usual interpretation of the parable is of God as the Father and how He deals with his children’s problems – some of whom rebel and run away and then eventually repent and return, and those who remain but become self-righteous hypocrites. Well, we may, or may not, identify with either of the two sons in this story, but how did the father in the story feel about it all? There is no suggestion whatsoever that the father had been a poor father to his sons or remiss in any way. Nevertheless, the younger son decides to cash in his expected inheritance and runs away to spend it - the father goes along with this and there is no comment about how he felt [vv.12,13].  If you are a father, or grandfather, imagine yourself in that position – what would you think?  You had raised this boy well and had even given him a substantial inheritance (not common in those days, where the rights of the firstborn prevailed) and then he goes and blows the lot in “dissolute living”! The Father’s reaction? “But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him.” [v.20b] and is so delighted that he says: “23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24 for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate.” [vv.23,24]. Then, having done all that, the father has to deal with the attitude of his elder son, who despite now owning everything that is left, has his nose seriously ‘out of joint’!  Nevertheless, the father shows him an equivalent level of love and respect, albeit differently expressed: Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 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.’” [vv.31,32]
It is fitting, then, on this Fathers’ Day, for us all, but especially those of us who are fathers, to think about how we treat, or have treated, our own children and grandchildren and consider, in all that we do and say, how much we reflect the father-heart of God toward them, as He has toward us. Of course, we are all fallible human beings, not minor deities, so we cannot set ourselves impossible standards; nevertheless, we do have clear biblical precedent for what is expected of us as Christian fathers toward our children and give them grounds to ‘honour’ us in return. May the Lord help us all to live up to these standards, for His name’s sake. Amen.
