The Ring: A Father’s Day Sermon


I’m wearing a ring today in honor of my dad. As you might expect, there’s a story that goes with the ring. You see, when I entered dental school, one of the first things we learned was how to shape teeth out of a block of wax. We worked for hours and hours learning how to shape each crown and root of each tooth, and then, after the professor ok’d our project, we would cast the wax tooth into metal, usually gold, to learn casting techniques to make gold crowns for patients. Well it was quickly apparent that there’s not much you can do with a gold tooth. As pretty as it was to us, you couldn’t give it to your girlfriend to wear around her neck. I know Mary well enough to know she wouldn’t have worn it, unless, maybe I could have made it in the shape of a cross. It seemed that the only thing to do with our new found skill was to branch out into making rings and other jewelry, so that’s what we did.


When my dad heard about this, he asked “Would you mind taking some of my old rings and make a new one for me?


Well, I’d love to!  So with great delight, I thumbed through the jewelry catalog to select a wax pattern that would be just right for my dad.  After careful thought I settled on a signet ring pattern… a large flat surface with embossed sides.


So the casting procedure began. I placed the old rings on a block of charcoal and heated them till they melted, drawing a long piece of pencil lead (graphite) through the molten metal to pull the impurities out of the gold till it became so shiny I could see my face in it. Then later, with a twist of the wrist I released the arm of the casting machine to cast the molten metal into the mold made by my wax pattern. 


The metal cooled.  The casting stone was removed….and behold…a new ring, ready to be polished and refined.  The next few hours spent putting a shine on the ring were well worth it.  To me, it was a thing of beauty…just one thing was missing . It was a signet ring which meant there was supposed to be initials on it.  So off to the jeweler I went to have him place the initials of my dad…WGH in grandiose, wonderful, elegant lettering.  The jeweler outdid himself.  The masterpiece was finished.


It seemed forever before the time would come when I could give my dad his gift.  I really don’t know who was more excited.  I couldn’t wait to see his expression when he saw the ring.  He couldn’t wait to see what I had done with the old rings.


It must have been what he wanted.  A big smile came over his face as he told me how much he liked it.  He placed it on his ring finger immediately. In all the years following, I  never saw him again without it. I really don’t know why that was, although I suspect that when he looked at the ring and felt it, maybe it reminded him of the bond that we had as father and son, and connected us though we were miles apart. 


There was a time when the ring was removed. The date was February 13, 1996.  The time when my dad’s body lay lifeless as it was being prepared for viewing. The funeral director came to our family and said there is a ring on his finger. Should I leave it on or would you like to keep it. I said I’d like the ring….you see he’s my dad.


There’s another story about a father and a ring and it comes from the passage that Ken read to us this morning. The story of the prodigal or wayward son, who took his inheritance and left home only to find the world falling down around his ears. And so he returns home, willing to be a servant to the family he was once a part of.


We can picture the father, rising in the morning, looking toward the horizon to see if there is the familiar shape of his son coming down the road, never losing hope. And we see him at noon walking to the highest point of his property to look again… maybe today would be the day. And then at dusk, if only it would be today.


We’ve been there haven’t we? Those times when that son…that daughter….that loved one was experiencing dark days in their lives…and our eyes became fixed on the horizon of hope, that some day things would be better.


For the father, the day had arrived.  “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.”


Maybe we need to let that verse soak in a bit. 


One of my and Mary’s favorite verses is Zephaniah 3:17  It’s what I call a refrigerator verse, meaning you need to print it out and put it on your refrigerator so you wont forget it.  If you want to remind yourself please write down Zeph. 3:17.  It states:

17 The LORD your God is with you, 

he is mighty to save. 

He will take great delight in you, 

he will quiet you with his love, 

he will rejoice over you with singing.


Now wait till you hear the translation of “he will rejoice over you with singing”.  The literal meaning of the phrase, is that he will spin around wildly, shouting, literally screeching with joy. What is that like?


A few years ago, Mary and I had a little poodle name Pepe. Now, Pepe liked me ok, but he LOVED Mary. That doesn’t surprise you does it! He could recognize the sound of Mary’s car at a distance and could tell when she was coming home. As the car approached he would become excited, and as the garage door was opened he would become more excited, barking and running toward the door and when Mary walked through the door, he would practically jump out of his skin twirling in circles, jumping and running to Mary to greet her and welcome her home.


Which brings us to this question. Would our lives be changed if we could truly believe that God was that excited to see us…to hear our prayers…to be connected to us…to welcome us?


“Oh, you just don’t know, he’s not shouting for joy over me. I’ve made such a  mess of my life”.

  
What will it take for us to learn that it’s not what we’ve done, but how our heavenly father has loved that’s important? That’s the good news!  That’s the gospel message!


The response of the father continues: ...  “Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.” 


Why is this verse important?  Most feel that the ring was a signet ring with the mark of the family engraved deeply into its surface.  The use of the ring would be to show proof of identity by imbedding its imprint in the seal of a letter, or to prove to those who saw the ring on the finger that the wearer spoke with the authority of the family itself.


I can imagine how reluctant the son must have been to receive such a gift.   He told his father, “I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”   In other words, “How could I ever wear such a gift? I have brought dishonor to this family.”  


But the father, our God, never questioned whether he deserved the ring, only that he accept the forgiveness of a loving father.


Somehow that doesn’t seem fair to us.  It’s been said that we get awfully angry at people who have different sins than we do, so we complain that those folks should be punished appropriately. 


Yet the result of any sin seems to be that we begin to no longer feel worthy of God’s love and when that happens we separate ourselves from that love. Yet the result of any sin seems to be that we begin to no longer feel worthy of God’s love and when that happens we separate ourselves from that love.


That may be why God hates sin so passionately, and why he gives us his guarantee….. if we can just believe.


It’s found in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians  (Eph 1:13-14):

13 And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth,….. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God's possession. 


That deposit that Paul is talking about is the Holy Spirit, but more than that, the modern Greek translation for deposit is “engagement ring”….that which is the down-payment, the promise of what is to come…the promise of our inheritance. 


Could it be…. that as we touch and embrace that Holy Spirit in our lives we connect with a loving God who brings us close even during the times when there seems to be miles between us. 


A passage in II Corinthians 3:3 says that we Christians write our lives not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, the Spirit that God has given us, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.  

For God wants to take the “old rings”, the old “stuff” of our lives, to purify them, till the only reflection that can be seen in the molten metal of our lives, is the image of Christ Himself.


You may be wearing a ring that someone has given you this morning. As you touch that ring, memories come flooding back. You may remember the words, “with this ring, I thee”, or you may remember the smile of the giver, or the surprise when you opened your gift.  But it was never about a metal band, was it, but the love that was experienced in the exchange, the memory that comes alive each time you touch it, the image of the one who gave it to you, the sense that you are loved. 


Scripture does not tell us if the prodigal son ever put on the ring, for it was not the father’s choice to make…only the son’s…only our choice.


But I think in the deepest part of our soul there is a yearning, that when our own bodies are laid to rest in the silence of death just as Willie and Ola have been ….and we approach the gates of Heaven ….and the question is asked who we belong to, our heavenly father will respond with a smile “look at the ring….  you see, this is my son…. this is my daughter.  Welcome Home!”

May we go forth knowing how deeply and magnificently we are loved by the one whose name we proudly wear.

