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Luke 15: 1-3, 11b-32 
1Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the 
Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes 
sinners and eats with them.” 
 3So he told them this parable: 
 11b“There was a man that had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his 
father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he 
divided his property between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all 
he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in 
dissolute living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place 
throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired 
himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed 
the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were 
eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, ‘How 
many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am 
dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, 
I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.” 20So he set off and went to his 
father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with 
compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21Then the son 
said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.” 22But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring 
out a robe – the best one – and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals 
on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for 
this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they 
began to celebrate.” 
 25“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the 
house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the slaves and asked what 
was going on. 27He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the 
fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.’ 28Then he became angry 
and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29But he 
answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave 
for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me 
even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of 
yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the 
fatted calf for him!’ 31Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, 
and all that is mine is yours. 32But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this 
brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’”   



 

 While in college, I spent summers working for the City of Superior Park and 

Rec Department as a Park Monitor. I spent my afternoons playing games with kids 

in one of the city parks, teaching crafts, taking the kids on field trips and to 

swimming sessions at our local high school. It was a great summer job for someone 

who loved being outside and who had years of experience playing box hockey.   

 While all of those kids hold a special place in my heart, there is one boy, 

Charlie, who holds an extra special place in my heart and mind. Charlie was 6 

years old and somewhere on the Autism spectrum. His mother had worked with us 

to ensure that the park program would be a safe place for him and others, when he 

participated. It usually meant that Charlie had a little more support and leniency 

than other kids had at the park. A staff member was always close by, he was 

“lucky enough” to get to sit by a staff member anytime we were on the bus or out 

for a field trip, and sometimes he was able to play on the playground while the rest 

of the kids were asked to sit and listen to a program.   

 With these supports in place, Charlie thrived. He came alive with creativity.  

So much so that one day, while kids were out playing on the playground and 

several staff members were sitting at picnic tables in the pavilion, Charlie had 

joined the staffers on his own accord. He sat on one bench of the picnic table, one 

leg on each side of the bench so he was straddling it and looking down at the seat.  

All of the staff members were on the other side of the picnic table.  Charlie looked 

down at the bench, as if he was reading something written there, and said, “Oh 

Sally, your hair is as golden as sunbeams, your eyes are as black as … frying 

pans?!?!” He looked at us with horror that someone would write such a thing on the 

picnic table bench. But when one of us got up and looked we discovered … no one 

had written on the bench … Charlie had been making up a poem of his own, with 

great humor and creative flourish! It was characteristic of Charlie when he was 

most comfortable at the playground. He was a delight to work with and it was such 



 

a gift to see him open up and be comfortable with people that weren’t a part of his 

biological family.   

 But all of that didn’t really matter to the other elementary school kids in the 

program. They didn’t understand what was happening and we continually heard 

grumbling because Charlie “got to” sit with Park Monitors and he was able to run 

on the playground when they sometimes needed to sit quietly. It wasn’t their fault.  

They were in grade school and didn’t really understand the differences between 

their situations and the reality of Charlie’s life. But I often think about Charlie and 

the other park and rec kids because I’m not sure we adults end up being any more 

gracious than some of those park and rec kids were back then. Even as adults we 

tend to want love for ourselves and fairness for others.   

 This is certainly the case in today’s scripture story in the gospel according the 

Luke. It’s a familiar story to most of us. A man has two sons. The younger one 

doesn’t want to wait until his father dies to receive his portion of the inheritance.  

Despite the insult, the father gives the younger son his share of the family 

property. The youngest son sells his portion of the family land and runs off to the 

first century equivalent of Las Vegas, where he spends his inheritance on what the 

text calls “dissolute living.” We’re left to imagine what that might mean, but 

clearly it isn’t monastery living.   

He finds himself broke, jobless, hungry, and a long way from home. Jesus 

gives us some indication of just how far from home he was when he tells us that in 

order to feed himself, the son hires himself out to some pig farmer. Let’s remember 

that in Jewish law, Moses is very clear that pigs are not kosher. No good 

Palestinian Jew would ever want to be caught near pigs. That is how far this guy is 

from home.   

Jesus tells us that while he’s wallowing in the mud among the pigs, the 

younger son comes to himself and realizes the discontinuity between who he has 

become and who he truly is. He doesn’t have it all figured out, but he knows that 



 

something is not the way it’s supposed to be. He’s living in a nightmare when he 

wants to be living the dream that his father had for him.   

He knows what he needs to do. Just as his story had begun to go awry when 

he uttered the word, “Father” in order to ask for his share of the inheritance, he 

knows that he must return home to utter the word again as he seeks to make 

known his remorse. He practices on the long journey, “Father, I have sinned 

against you.”   

But grace lies at the heart of this parable; scandalous grace; grace that defies 

all earthly rules and conventions; grace that is more generous than we could ever 

imagine. We often get so wrapped up in the story of the younger son that we miss 

the central point of the story: the extraordinary love of the father, who runs to 

greet his child “while he was still far off.” We get the impression here that this 

parent, who had been disregarded and humiliated by his son was, in fact, keeping 

vigil, praying for the day his boy would return. The father, even in the face of 

evidence to the contrary, remained hopeful that the seeds he had sown in love 

might yet be harvested in the return of his child.   

We know this story as the Parable of the Prodigal Son or the Parable of the 

Faithful Father, but “prodigal” means “spending money or resources freely and 

recklessly; wastefully extravagant; having or giving something on a lavish scale.”  

Yes, perhaps this fits the younger son, but the apple has not fallen far from the 

tree. The father is also prodigal, extravagant, imprudent, excessive, generous, and 

reckless in his love for his son.   

The best robe, the finest ring, the fatted calf. This is the amazing thing about 

grace. It is extravagant and excessive and even reckless in its abundance.   

The older son realizes just how prodigal the father truly is and he resents his 

father’s generosity toward his younger brother. If we’re honest, many of us can 

probably relate to the older brother even more than we can to the younger. We’re 

good, Christian people, after all! As Jesus tells it, the father doesn’t berate the 



 

older brother for his feelings. Nor does he make excuses and defend the younger 

brother. Instead, he shifts the attention away from both of them and turns it 

toward his own love and bounty. There is plenty to go around, he says. No one will 

run short of my love. All that is mine is yours. This isn’t so much your younger 

brother’s party as it is my party. I’m on the lookout for all my loved ones, near or 

far. I’m working for them and ready to celebrate with them and will offer grace and 

love to them recklessly, even before they can begin to think about giving anything 

back.   

Behind the story Jesus tells is the profound and overwhelming truth about 

God and God’s kingdom. We humans, we were all lost, wandering far from home.  

Sometimes, we even catch a glimpse of realization that all is not what it should be.  

But long before we even knew it, God reached out in the people Israel, and then 

again in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. God, in God’s own prodigal ways, 

came running out to welcome us home.   

The truth of the matter is that our faith isn’t really about my wrongdoings or 

your wrongdoings, or whether we get what we deserve … because we don’t. This 

faith, this gospel good news, is about God and God’s reckless, extravagant love and 

mercy. Our challenge, my brothers and sisters and siblings, is to remember that 

every time God’s searching, healing love finds someone and welcomes them home; 

it does not mean there is less for the rest of us. It means that there is more; more 

celebrating; more welcoming. More grace. More love, reckless and prodigal as it 

may be. Thanks be to God! Amen.   

 


