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Prodigal Son 2013 

Luke, the gospel-writer, introduces the parable of the Prodigal Son, along with several 

other parables,, by telling us that the tax collectors and sinners, the Pharisees and the 

legal experts had all gathered around Jesus and were listening to his stories.  Already 

the Pharisees and the legal experts, Luke notes, had begun to grumble saying, “This 

guy welcomes sinners and eats with them”.  In the parable, Jesus is dramatizing a 

family crisis and family tragedy of broken relationships in order, I think, to get us thinking 

about something else- about the brokenness of our own relationship with God and 

about how God then reacts to this brokenness.   

 

If we actually listen to this parable as having something to say to us today, we may be 

forced to confront the times in our own lives when we also have  walked away, when we 

“moved out” at least in our hearts, when we squandered and lost much of what we 

started with earlier in life.   There can be lots of different reasons for why this happens, 

but it can happen. The difficulty, of course, is that we religious types get good at 

camouflage.  We don’t want others to know our problems, to know that inside ourselves 

we’ve gone on a long journey away from home to a foreign place and have ended up 

feeding pigs and then pondering what happened, what went wrong, how did we ever get 

into such a mess.  When this occurs, we often end up putting on an act so that others 

won’t see, or hope they won’t see.  But the more we act, the more we actually waste 

away what we had in the early days when there seemed to be so much promise, so 

much hope.  Our stories may not be as dramatic as the one in this parable, and we may 

continue to live our lives pretty conventionally within the boundaries of what is expected 
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of us, but our stories may not really be all that different from the story of what happened 

in this parable. 

 

One of the things that we often miss when we listen to the parable is how it keeps on 

inserting unexpected things, at least unexpected by those tax collectors and sinners and 

Pharisees and legal experts who were sitting around listing to Jesus tell it.  It begins on 

a really tragic note when the younger son asks his father to receive his inheritance.  In a 

patriarchal society, that question was devastating, because you got your inheritance 

only after the father had died.  So, what he really was saying was, “Dad, I wish you were 

dead!”.  For those who first heard Jesus tell this story, that would have been a huge 

cultural bomb.   

 

And what would have been expected was simply that the father should have 

backhanded this impudent son and sent him on his way.  But he doesn’t.  He accedes 

to his son’s wish and gives him his portion of the inheritance, which the son, then, would 

have had to sell in order to get the money to take with him.  And remember, in the 

middle east, land was everything; land was life.  It was the most precious commodity 

there was.  It was what your family had worked for and fought for.  It was what your 

parents and grandparents had given their very souls for to nurture and develop.  And 

now this kid was going to sell it so that he could go off and seek his fortune with the very 

tribes the Jews had fought against to build their land, their faith, their culture.   The 

image of a family in crisis that this parable creates is devastating. The son has violated 

everything the patriarchal family stood for. 
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And then when you think the story can’t sink any lower, it does.  The kid finally wastes 

away whatever he had been able to get for this precious inheritance.  He loses his 

money and is such a failure that he ends up feeding the pigs.  Now to really get this 

point, we need to understand that according to the Tosephta (the compilation of Jewish 

oral law, a kind of supplement to the Mishnah) a Jewish swineherd was to be treated 

like a Gentile, he had became a Gentile, he was somebody, as the oral law says, you 

should not “throw into a pit”, but also somebody you shouldn’t “help out of a pit” either.   

 

There are stories by the rabbis and in the Talmud that certainly talk about wayward 

sons going off and then coming home and being received back by a loving father.  This 

is characteristic of the Jewish hope that the Lord will receive back his penitent sons, but 

the penitent sons are always the children of the covenant.  In the world of first-century 

Judaism there was doubt as to whether Gentiles, who are sinners just by the fact of who 

they are, could experience anything like this fatherly mercy from God.   And  it was 

widely regarded that Jews who had made themselves like Gentiles- like this son in the 

parable- were beyond penitence or forgiveness; their very presence defiled a house. 

 

So a Jewish swineherd, a Jew who had, in effect, become a Gentile, such as this son 

had become, was now dead in his father’s eyes. The parable even uses that language 

when the father says to the elder son- “this brother of yours was dead”.  No self-

respecting Jewish father would have received back such a son.  For what he had done, 

the townspeople would probably have performed what was called a gesasah, a ritual in 

which they would smash a large pot filled with burned corn and nuts and then denied 
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the son the right ever to live in the village again. You can just imagine both the tax 

collectors (who were also regarded as no better than Gentiles) and the other “sinners” 

together with the Pharisees and legal experts gathered around listening to Jesus tell this 

story which has so many familiar elements, but which now has a twist in its tail that 

startled everyone.  The father not only is ready to welcome back his son who was dead, 

but he runs to him.  He hitches up his robe and runs to him before he can get back to 

the house.  And remember in that world, men such as this father didn’t run and they 

didn’t pull up their robe and they didn’t show their legs (In fact, in the 1st century, there 

was a major rabbinical debate over whether a man could lift his robe even when walking 

through thorns.)   

 

But the father does just that- he pulls up his robe, runs to his son, and  throws his arms 

around him, and before his son can get out his prepared confession, before the 

townsfolk can dishonor him, which was a likely possibility, the father calls for the best 

clothes and a party to celebrate the return of his son.  The father, in effect, humiliated 

himself so that his son would not suffer further pain.  Though the son’s leaving was his 

own choice and the humiliation that ensued was his of his own doing, that doesn’t 

matter to the father.   

 

What triggered this response of the father?  Did the son undo his sins? Did the son 

repay for the lost land?  Did the son repair the humiliation he had brought to his father 

and the family?  No.  What triggered the father’s response pure and simply was that he 

still loved the son regardless of what his son had done and where he had gone.  Surely 
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this is the primary, the fundamental, the shaping image of what the living God, the 

Father of Jesus, is like that Jesus wants us to really understand, to really get into our 

hearts and minds- because there is certainly a whole lot of different and conflicting 

images of God that we can find in the religious tradition of Judaism and then of 

Christianity.  And surely this is also the image of what we in the church are then called 

to mimic, not wagging our fingers at people for their failings, their sins, their errors, and 

threatening them with the loss of salvation, but bearing with sorry their turning away and 

waiting with anxious love for the first sign that their feet have turned homeward. 

 

For the Pharisees and legal experts this new take on an old story would have just 

confirmed their charge against Jesus that he welcomes sinners and eats with them, 

while for the tax collectors and other outsiders, it would have been a message so unlike 

anything they had experienced that it would probably have been difficult for them to take 

on board.  But Jesus’ point in the parable was strong and clear- God is now doing 

something new, just like the prophet Isaiah had spoken about long again when he 

wrote, “”Look! I’m doing a new thing: now it sprouts up; don’t you recognize it? I’m 

making a way in the desert, paths in the wilderness”.  That’s what our banner in the 

back of the church is inviting us to think about throughout Lent.  If the boy in the parable 

who had become in effect a Gentile could be welcomed back, then anybody can.    

 

The parable is about a family in crisis (and by analogy a nation in crisis, and maybe 

even a church in crisis), and in this crisis the quality of the father’s love is what makes 

possible a new reality of family life and relationships, deeper than what had been 
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previously experienced.  The family had been broken apart and would never be exactly 

the same as it had been previously.  But the reality of God and of God’s love is now 

being revealed in a new and decisive way.  Salvation, a welcome home, is suddenly 

available to those who in the past weren’t sure they could ever find their way back home 

again.  And when we get close enough for God to see us again, he doesn’t turn away or 

threaten us.  He hitches up his robes, runs to us, and grabs hold of us with a yearning 

and an aching and a joy that only a parent can know when a child returns. 

 

There is, however, a deep and real tragedy alluded to in the parable.  It is the reaction 

of the elder son.  This new situation of love and forgiveness opened up to the truly 

unloveable is not always easily accepted by those who see themselves as being the 

righteous, the faithful, the obedient ones.  To accept this new work of God, this 

boundless love of the Father for the unloveable, demands a willingness on the part of 

the good sons and daughters of God to sacrifice many of those principles and attitudes 

which they had previously regarded as essential for maintaining the life of the 

community and its relationship to God.   Lent is about getting us to see, to understand 

and to internalize this new work of God, this new work of God in which love trumps 

everything else. “See, this guy welcomes sinners and eats with them”.  For this new 

work of love, many back then, and many still today, were and are unprepared.  The new 

wine of Christ is still bursting the old wineskins. 


