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LEAVING THE NEST: 
MOVING INTO ADULTHOOD 

~uie _5:11-32 
~ f31·h le:~'fOS'"-Cfdb 

The story in our text is one of the most 
familiar stories ever told , and it has been used 
over the years to demonstrate a number of 
different truths . When the spotlight is focused on 
the father, the story, illustrates God's love for us. 
Foc us the spotli g:ht on the younger son and the 
story illuminates the results in the life of a person 
who tries to live outside of fellowship with God. 
When the spotlight is focused on the older 
brother, the story demonstrates the attitude which 
keeps us from enjoying fellowship with our Father 
even when we have a relationship with Him . 

This morning, I want us to use this 
famili ~ to illustrate something else. This 
story ~the developmental stage that I am 
calling "leaving the nest." 

For our graduating seniors, this is a time 
for leaving the nest in which they have been 
hatched, nourished, and trained. This transition in 
their lives provides an appropriate time to think 
about the process of leaving the nest. This 
beautiful story of the prodigal son reveals several 
truths about this process. 

l:c; ,. Nobody Has a erfect Nes /J.r L:J.. 
>'r-~ fd.. +~·l -r' t!'[~ 
The first lesson from the story is that 

nobody has a perfect nest. There are only hints of 
it in the story, but the hints are nevertheless there. 

For a young man to oemand hjs portion of 
the inheritance and to leave home implies some 
father/son relationship tension which drove him to 
this rather drastic step. 

Later, when the prodigal comes back 
hom e, the cilder brother is any1:hing but elated. 
The older brother's anger: over the treatment given 
the prodigal by his father implies some 16ling 
jealousy as well as some aittemes_s in the heart of 
this older brother toward his fathe . 
J:LIJl.£This story underscores a reality that has 
been experienced in every family since the 
beginning of time, from the first family in the 
Bible in which Cain killed his brother, to the 
preeminent royal family of David where sibling 
rivalry decimated the famil y, to the prophet Hosea 
whose wife chose prostitution rather than being 
married to the preacher. Nobody has a perfect nest 
in which to grow up . 

Some here this morning grew up in a 
context of e, having been mentally or 
physically or even sexually abused . 

In contrast, some here this morning grew 
up in a context ofi eglect. having been abandoned 
by parents or hav ing experienced what one man 
has called '~nsycbalagical abat:1d0Rmeflt," having 
parents who are there but who do not car~ 

Why do all of us have a less than perfect 
upbringingL The explanation is s imple: when that 

IA/f~J ~/+" ~~ ~ . ~ M__ 



first child comes, parents ar totally unprepared 
and untrained for the awesome task of parenting. 
Then, when parents learn some lessons with the 
first child, the second child comes along and they 
discover that this second child is a completely 
different model. Like working on a new computer, 
they discover that punching certain keys does not 
produce the same results. 

All of us here this morning--those sitting 
in front of me who are ready to leave the nest, and 
the rest of us here this morning who are 
remembering when we left the nest--have this in 
common~7ffie homes in which we grew up were 
not ee~t. We need to .acknowledge this as a 
given' in our lives. To poison our minds with "if 
only" or ''what if' will paralyze us in our process 
of moving into adulthood .. ....------

Disengaging is Necessary 

A second lesson in the s ory is that 
disengaging is a necessary part of the process of 

ovvi11g up. \Vhether \Ve consider our home good 
or bad, it is necessary for us to leave the nest if we 
are to become self-directing adults. - kdly 

The disengagement does not have to be 
done in the same way and with the same spirit as 
the young man in our story. Nevertheless, for an 
indiv idual to develop into a mature adult, he or 
she must mtentionaf:w djsenga~e from the family . 

;,, J. , We mustehysically leave the nest. This is 
not just the hopeful expression of a father of four 
who does not want to face the reality of what is 
known as ''.boomerang children." This is the 
declaration of a truth concerning the development 
of individual _ id~ . To develop our own 
identity we need to move away from the identity 
which has to some degree been imposed on us by 
our parents. > J., We must mtellectually leave the nest. 
This does not mean we have to~ everything 
we have been taught. It does mean tha,t we must 
evalµat~verything we have been taught and test 
it against our own experience of life. 

;:;, 3, We must also emotionallt leave the nest. 
This is often the most difficult disengagement to 
pull off. Emotional disengagement has been 

achieved when we ecognize that we are 
esponsi6le for our own lives and we are willing 

and able to handle that responsibility . 
This does not mean that we have to 

discard the intellectual and spiritual and ~otioual .. ' 

contributions of our parents. It does mean we need 
to decide in what way these contrihuJions are 
going to fi t into our lives. 

Suppose your parertts dte and you inheri 
the home in which they ;1ave lived for years . 
Circumstances require you to make this your 
residence. When you get ready to move in, you 
take all of the furniture and put it out in the 
backyard and begin to evaluate it. This piece you 
can use in your living room and this piece in the 
bedroom and this in the living room, and so on. 
Finally, you have your home about half furnished 
with this inherited furniture. You call Salvation 
Army to haul the rest of it off. Then, you go 
shopping for the additional pieces you will need. 
When you get everything in place, the furniture 
inherited from your parents and the furniture you 
have bought in addit ion, the house has become 
your home. It is no longer your parent's home. It 
is now~ home. 

We must do something similar to that in 
our lives. We set out in front of us all the furniture 
our parents have given us--spiritual truths, 
emotional reactions, intellectual understandings. 
We determine which will fit into our lives and 
discard the rest. Then we add to that the spiritual 
truths and emotional structure and intellectual 
understandings we have developed . When we 
have done that, we can begin to feel at home in 
our lives. 

Simply accepting everything that has been 
given us will lead to identify confusion. Only as 
we discover who we are will we be ready to move 
into the self-directed life of adulthood whe:iwe 
are responsible for our own decision~ ~ i'IH)f 

J1f, Choices Have Consequencet , 

When we disengage and.Jieve)ap our owg 
identity and begin 1to make our own decisiOR-S, we 
need to remember this third truth: choices have 

consequences. l"'IP,- T~A -, v 
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ILLJJ5J. The young man in the story made some 
- choices. He chose to take fiis money and leave his 

familiar surroundings. He chose to spend his 
money in what the Bible calls "loose living." He 
cHose the l<ind of frienas who were there in the 
good times but who disappeared when his money 
ran out.>rhen, lie had to suffer the consequences. 

It is impossible for us to conceive how 
repugnant these consequences were to this young 
man. A.s the son of a wealthy farmer, he had been 
.~o do whatever he wanted to do. Now he was 
~ havmg to do what he was told. As ffie son 
o a wealthy man, Re had the finest food and 
clothing available to him. Now he was bressed in 
rags and ate pig food. As a_Jew, he would not eat 
food made from pigs. Now, he spent his days 
eating the food fed to the pigs) e maite liis 
cno1ces, an t en he sufferecl the consequences. 
lJfft¥! We can learn, of course, even from the 
disastrous consequences which come from unwise 
choices. Apparently, this young man did . 

A successful businessman was once asked 
how he became so successful. He answered, 
"From making wise decisions. ' He was asked, 
"How did you learn to make wise decisions?" He 
responded, "From ,experience.," He was asked 

I 

further, "And how did you gain experience?" He 
responded, "From making unwise decisions." 

That was the realization that came to him 
in the slop of the pig pen when " e ame to his 
sens_es.' So he got up from the pig pen and he 
went back home to make peace with his past. 

Some of us need to do that. We need to 
come to our senses and realize that by isolating 
ourselves from our roots we are cutting ourselves 
.Q.[f from the source of health and wholeness . We 
need to take the steps that will enable us to be 
forgiven. We need to make peace with our past. , a, For others, miking peace witfi our past 
means to ]orgive. The problem with some here 
this mornFng is JJQt what you djd but what was 
done to you Whether it was abuse or neglect or 
whatever it was>you will never break free from 
the nest and begin to soar until you have come to 
the place where you can forgive. 

To forgive does not mean to excuse. o 
forgive does not mean to acceP,t. To forgive 
means to re leas . Some of the people we need t 
forgive are what one man called "the jnyjsjble 
peoEJ.e," a parent who is no longer alive, a mother 
who gave us away, a member of the fam ily with 
whom we no longer have any contact. We do not 
have o understano why it happened. We do not 
have o agree with what happened. But we do 
have to deal with what happened . 

Sometimes we can learn from our 
consequences lessons we would have otherwise 
missed. Yet, the point remains).vhen we leave / 
the nest and begin to make our decisions, we can 

Until we art> willing to make peace with our 
past, we will never be 3hl£ to become self
directed, free adults. chose to do what we want to ct . We can chose to 

be what we want to e. 
Yet, we must always remember that with 

the choices come the consequences 

lJl. Making Peace With Our Past is Essential ) 

( 
There is a fourth lesson, one that we ust 

learn. Somewhere along the way, each of us has to 
make peace with our past. 

;;, 1, For some, that means to seek or iveness. 
This was the case with the prodigal son. He ha 
strayed so far from his roots that he forgot who he 
was. He had hurt the people who loved him the 
most. He needed to seek forgiveness . 

][ The F,rnJRf Is _F1.1II tJF 'PRtJ.,,uZSe... 
' Conclusmn 

Some t ·ngs are tougti to do . They 
demand courage. One of those difficult challenges 
in life is leaving the nest. Those sitting befo re me 
this morning, facing that challenge. are 
experiencing both excitement and fear. It' s tough 
to leave the nest. Yet, it is only as we leave the 
nest that we really begin to fly . Move to the edge 
of the nest. Start flapping those wings. Fly. And 
remember the lessons we talked about this 
mornmg. 



s uU of romise 
fi ::Z -~ _..-= , ~ - .._._ 

>-NOTE: The father did not give the son an opportunity to finish his 
rehearsed speech ~ ~----- ~ He was looking, not at the son's past but at the 
son's future which was full of promise! .. . 

The father was saying to his son what Paul said to the Philippians: 
·_. l:6: U 'lfor I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a 

good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus . And this 
I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge 
and all discernment, so that you may discover the things that are excellent, 
in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ." 




