
1	
	

Prodigal	Love	-	Luke	15:	1-3;	11b	–	32				
March	31,	2019	

	 Please	pray	with	me.	Your	embrace,	O	God,	is	our	life	and	our	hope.	Receive	

us	when	we	drift	off	into	recklessness	and	despair.	Receive	us	when	we	drift	off	

into	self-righteousness	and	resentment.	We	thank	you	for	the	grace	that	embraces	

all	with	love.	Amen.	

	 Flannery	O’Connor	once	said	“A	story	is	a	way	to	say	something	that	can’t	be	

said	any	other	way,	and	it	takes	every	word	in	the	story	to	say	what	the	meaning	

is.		You	tell	a	story	because	a	statement	would	be	inadequate.	When	anybody	asks	

what	a	story	is	about,	the	only	proper	thing	is	to	tell	them	to	read	the	story.”			

	 Jesus	could	have	simply	said	“God’s	love	is	abundant	and	forgiveness	

absolute.”	But	instead	he	told	a	story.		You	might	not	remember	Jesus’	theological	

statements	about	God,	but	I	am	sure	you	remember	the	story	of	the	Prodigal	Son.

	 Luke	presents	three	parables	in	a	row,	the	lost	sheep,	the	lost	coin,		and	then	

the	lost	son.	Because	of	its	association	with	the	previous	two	parables,	many	

people	believe	that	the	word	“Prodigal”	means	“lost”	but	in	fact	the	word	

“prodigal”	means	“having	or	giving	something	on	a	lavish	scale.”		When	applied	to	

the	son,	prodigal	means	wasteful.	It	is	a	parable	about	a	“prodigal”	son	who	

squanders	his	inheritance.		And	yet,	it	is	more	than	that.		This	parable	is	also	about	

a	Prodigal	father	whose	forgiveness	is	lavish	and	love	is	generous.		The	father	in	

this	story	welcomes	his	youngest	son	back	with	reckless,	lavish	love.			

	 Jesus	told	this	story	to	a	people	who	had	a	very	different	understanding	

about	the	land	than	most	of	us	do	today.		God	entrusted	the	Jewish	people	with	

the	gift	of	land	which	was	meant	to	stay	in	the	family.	People	never	sold	their	
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ancestral	land	unless	they	were	destitute.	The land is one’s livelihood; the land is a 

blessing, a gift that has been passed down in families from father to son for 

generations.  It is unheard of to ask a father to sell his land so that his son can might 

receive his inheritance before the father dies.  The expectation even after he dies is 

that his sons will keep and continue to farm the family land.   

	 So,	the	people	who	heard	this	parable	would	have	gasped	when	Jesus	told	of	

the	son’s	outrageous	request.	They	would	have	been	aghast	that	the	father	agreed	

to	divide	the	property	between	his	two	sons.	And	appalled	that	the	son	would	

have	asked	in	the	first	place.	The	listeners	must	have	been	shocked	and	would	

likely	have	turned	their	hearts	against	the	youngest	son	then	and	there.		How	

could	anyone	be	so	selfish	as	to	sell	their	family	property	in	order	to	get	a	cash	

payout?		Jesus’	listeners	would	have	seen	the	son’s	request	and	subsequent	sale	of	

half	of	his	father’s	estate	as	the	greatest	sin	of	all.		Wasting	his	wealth	on	dissolute	

living	was	a	predictable		consequence	of	one	who	would	sell	his	family	land.		

 Jesus was speaking to the Pharisees and Scribes about his association with 

sinners. He clearly set his story up so that anyone who heard it would look at the 

youngest son and see in big flashing letters: SINNER! Although of course he is not 

the only sinner in the story.  

 The youngest son is certainly self-centered. He heads out into the world to try 

to find himself, and in the process he loses himself.  Have you ever done that or do 

you remember when it was all the rage for high school graduates to take time off 

from school to find themselves? I rather envy my counterparts who did that – 

perhaps backpacking around Europe. Have you ever gotten yourself involved in 

something that you thought would help you “be happy” or “find yourself” only to 
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realize that you’ve lost an essential part of who you are?  Most of us have!  Which 

is why we respond with such deep emotions to stories like this or to songs like 

Amazing Grace where we acknowledge that we’ve been lost, but with God’s grace 

we have been found.  

 When the son found himself looking at the swine and envying them their 

meal, he knew he had hit the bottom.  Jesus describes it with these words “he came 

to himself.”  He had been lost, but he came to himself.  He remembered who he 

was, a beloved son. The Prodigal son fell so low that he could not see any 

alternatives.  He was stuck. He contemplated sharing the food of the lowest of the 

low. Sound familiar? Yes, that’s what Jesus was being accused of, eating with the 

lowest of the low… the sinners and tax collectors.  

 It was in that moment that the youngest son “came to himself.”  He realized 

that although he had thrown away any hope of being a son to his father, he could 

still be one of his father’s hired hands. It would be better than starving and stealing 

scraps from the pigs. He resolved to go to his father’s house. He prepared a speech 

acknowledging his sin and asking, not to be reinstated into the family, but to be 

taken on as a servant.  

 He knew how badly he had hurt his father. He knew the shame he had brought 

upon his household.  He knew that it would take a generous heart for his father to 

allow him to work on the farm, but he had come to himself. He remembered that he 

had at one time been a beloved son. Maybe some of those heartstrings had not been 

broken by his bad behavior and so he journeyed home.  

 So what about the Prodigal father who is abundant in love, who is generous 

and lavish in his grace and forgiveness. We know that selling his property to give 
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the younger son half was horrible in the sight of his community.  The father lived in 

shame and in sorrow, grieving over the loss of his son.  

The Jewish community had a ritual known as a Kezuzah ceremony that was 

reserved for situations just like this.  If a Jew left his community and went out into 

the gentile community to live, if he turned away from his family, the community 

had a way of dealing with that. If, perchance that young man came back to his 

family home and village asking to be taken in, members of the community would 

go forth and meet him. The kezuzah ceremony consisted of taking a pottery jar to 

meet the one who had brought such shame on his family.  Upon confronting the 

man they would drop the jar on the ground and watch it shatter into pieces.  This 

represented what the young man had done to his family and community.  It was a 

symbol that from now on he would be shunned. He was not and would never be, 

accepted. This is not unlike the ways of the Amish people centuries later. 

 The father knew that his son would face the kezuzah ceremony if the 

community got to him before he did so when the father saw his son a far way off he 

ran to him. You or I might have crossed our arms and made him beg a little even 

though we knew in our heart of hearts that we were going to forgive him.  The 

father doesn’t even put on that pretense of being offended.  

The only thing you see from the father is overflowing love.  He rejoiced when 

he saw his youngest son coming down the road. It was completely unacceptable for 

a dignified man to run in Jesus’ day.  Men wore long robes and to show one’s bare 

legs was shameful, but this prodigal father hiked up his tunic and ran down the road 

until he got to his son who he wrapped in loving arms. The father got to his son 

before the community could organize a kezuzah and he made it clear that his son 

was loved and accepted, that he would not be exiled.  
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It is an extravagant welcome filled with forgiveness and grace.  He would not 

even hear the boy’s request to be a stable hand. He restored his youngest child to 

the position of family and threw a celebratory party.  

 Why the party? By throwing a party the father cut short the gossip. He 

publicly reclaimed his son and in the process showed his generosity to his neighbors 

as well. After all,  there was a famine in the land and the father invited everyone to 

come and celebrate with him. He killed the fatted calf and shared it with all who 

came to the celebration.  

 The father’s prodigal love is amazing.  It is the kind of love and forgiveness 

that all of us dare to hope for from  God, but there are the rest of us who see this 

story from the perspective of the elder brother, put off by such boundless 

generosity. We so-called elder brothers get stuck too, not in the same way that the 

younger son got stuck in the mud with the pigs, but we get stuck all the same. We 

get stuck obsessing about how unfair life is. Those of us who have been faithful all 

of our lives, can sin just as deeply as the squanderers, only our sin comes in the 

form of judgment, anger, and resentment.  We find it difficult to offer grace and 

forgiveness because we too are filled with envy at our rebellious brother.    

   And listen to the elder brother exaggerating the younger brother’s sins. The 

story reads that the younger brother squandered his property in dissolute living. 

When the story is told by the elder brother it comes out this way, “But when this 

son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you 

killed the fatted calf for him.”  There is such anger and viciousness in the words of 

the elder brother. He feels so wronged.  

He is unable to rejoice at his brother’s return. He too has sinned and is in need 

of prodigal love and he receives it.  The father does not criticize the elder son for 
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being jealous or judgmental, or talk to him about his anger or pettiness. He instead 

draws the attention away from the sin of both of the sons and points to prodigal 

love. “Son you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we have to 

celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; 

he was lost and has been found.”   

 Jesus turns the story from sin to resurrection, from condemnation to 

forgiveness. Jesus reminds all of us that we are lost, even those of us who have 

remained at home doing our jobs, taking care of the family farm; or perhaps we 

have been the ones faithful to the church. We are all in need prodigal love and 

forgiveness, but this kind of love seems too good to be true, kind of like a wild 

dream. But dreams can come true.  

 Archbishop Desmond Tutu wrote these words in his book: “God Has a 

Dream.” His words describe God’s dream of prodigal love. Tutu says: “I have a 

dream, God says. Please help Me to realize it.  It is a dream of a world whose 

ugliness and squalor and poverty, its war and hostility, its greed and harsh 

competitiveness, its alienation and disharmony are changed into their glorious 

counterparts, when there will be more laughter, joy, and peace, where there will be 

justice and goodness, and compassion and love and caring and sharing. I have a 

dream that swords will be beaten into plowshares and spears into pruning hooks, 

that My children will know that they are members of one family, the human family, 

God’s family. My family.”  

 May we all dare to dream with God and to accept and rejoice in God’s 

prodigal love. Amen! 

 


