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CONCERNING THE PRODIGAL SON
In the Name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost. Amen.

There are two things to note in order to understand the Parable of the Prodigal Son.
The first is the context, Luke 15:1ff. Saint Luke says, “Now the tax collectors and sinners
were all drawing near to hear [Jesus|. And the Pharisees and the scribes murmured, saying,
“This man receives sinners and eats with them.” The climax of Jesus’ response to this
criticism is today’s Parable of the Prodigal Son.

The second thing to note is that tradition has shortchanged Christ’s parable by
calling it The Prodigal Son. True enough, the prodigal son, the spendthrift younger brother
who goes very far astray before his return, is the attention-getter. But there are three
important characters in the story, which is truly a Parable of the Loving Father with Two
Lost Sons. One, the prodigal son, returns and, like the tax collectors and sinners drawing
near to Jesus, draws near to his father. The other, the elder brother, stays home and yet is as
lost and far off as was his reckless brother, but in a different way. As with the Pharisees and
scribes murmuring against Jesus, whether the elder brother will stop complaining and draw
near to his father is in question.

Let us look at how each of the two sons is lost. The younger brother, the
spendthrift, insults his father by demanding his share of the inheritance before the time. He
leaves home and squanders what he has in extravagant, riotous living. He is reduced to
feeding pigs and is so hungry he would have eaten what the swine were fed. The pinch of
necessity brings him to his senses, and he returns home to ask his father to take him on as a
hired servant. But his father saw him at a distance, ran to embrace and kiss him, and,
perhaps even before the son could finish his apology, had him richly clothed and called for a
feast, “for this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.”

The older brother, out working in the field, hears the festivities and is angry to learn
what they are about. He refuses to come in. But the father comes out and entreats him to
go in. Just as the younger son insulted his father, so does the older. He calls his father
“You.” He calls his brother “this son of yours who has devoured your living with harlots.”



And he has been keeping score: “Look, these many years I have served you and I never
disobeyed your command; yet you never gave me a kid (let alone the fatted calf) that I might
have a party with my friends!” The story ends with the father re-affirming love and
relationships: “Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. It was fitting to
make merry and be glad; for this your brother was dead, and is alive again; he was lost and is
found.”

The Father’s love was always there; not only there, but outgoing, to each of his sons.
The brothers, though outwardly very different, were both inwardly cut off from their father.
The younger brother took a long, heedless journey into self-will, doing simply as he pleased.
The older brother, though well off at home, imprisoned himself in self-righteousness by
conforming to duty and serving his time. World-weariness drove the younger son back
home to his father, where he rediscovered the father’s love. Interior burn-out had long since
killed the older son’s sense of love, and it is not clear what will prompt him back to life and
to the rediscovery of his father.

The danger of the older son’s position is shown in his long run of apparent
goodness. He has lived a loveless servant’s regimen, which can be a disguise even to its
wearer. The prodigal son, the tax collector, the harlot, these all have no disguise; their sins
are obvious. But the sins of the older son, the Pharisee, the religious and moral person,
these are for the most part unseen cancers. Pride, envy and anger are often unrecognized,
especially by the respectable person himself; only flaring out occasionally as in the older
son’s contempt for his newly returned younger brother and resentment against his delighted
father.

Good Christians and church people, even former prodigal, wayward sons and
daughters, can develop older-brother tendencies, and these are to be guarded against. If we
find ourselves in a mood of self-congratulation with regard to our faith, our values, our track
record, especially over-against others, then we are moving away from the Father’s love —
whether we go off into a far country or stay at home.

Most important is the Father and the nature of his love for each of his sons, for all
of his children, whether they are wayward or good. This is a parable about God, whose love
is incarnate in Christ. The Father’s love does not keep score. It does not cherish grievances
but instead it rejoices and gives thanks for life here and now. The Father’s love is even self-
forgetful, because it has its eyes on the grace of the present moment and of the beloved. His
love does not concern itself with what is his, but is generous with everything at his disposal.
He does not even worry about being right and judging wrong, but forgives even before
repentance and reconciliation come. The Father went out in love to each of his sons.

Years ago, one of the most upright, decent, good men I have ever known, after
hearing today’s Gospel read in church, confided to me that he did not like the Parable of the
Loving Father with the Two Lost Sons. It wasn’t fair, he said, with feeling. What he could
not hear, I realized, was the Father’s entreaty to his older son: “Son, you are always with me;
everything that is mine is yours.” The father’s welcome of that younger son, without as
much as a good term of penance, bothered him. And so itis. Jesus gave us this parable
both to comfort and to bother. For Jesus knows that each one of us, younger or older son,
appearances aside, is in need of rescue. He came, as the hymn says, to bring “love to the
loveless, that they might lovely be.”

In the Name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost. Amen.




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


