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We’ve just heard one of the best-known and likely most-loved of all the parables Jesus told. 

 

That may be a point in its favor. We only need to hear the opening words of introduction to 

imagine all that follows.  

 

But there may be a downside. We know this story so well we might not hear what Jesus 

intended us to hear and heed. We commonly call it the Parable of the Prodigal Son. But that’s 

not a title Jesus gave it. He simply introduces it, saying: 

There was a man who had two sons. 

 

From the start, we should note that the story about that prodigal son is only part of the bigger 

story of the whole human family. We should come up with another name for it, maybe the 

Parable of the Broken Family or the Parable of the Heart-broken Father. 

 

Be that as it may, we start with the younger son. And the first thing we hear about him is his 

desire to set off on his own, to make his own way. In 21st century America, that may seem 

unremarkable. We don’t expect our children to stay home. Asking for an advance on his 

inheritance may hurt his father, but we get it. It’s what young people were born to do. 

 

But Jesus wasn’t a 21st century American. Rugged individualism was not a virtue. And what 

this son does is NOT what young men were born to do. They were born to understand that the 

land was a sacred trust, passed on from their ancestors and held in trust for their children.  

 

So, when the son asks for his inheritance, it’s a travesty on so many levels.  

 

It’s a terrible thing for the father, of course. The son tells his father, in essence, that he wishes his 

father were already dead and gone, so he can go on to live the life he wants. Jesus never 

mentions any other family members. Maybe the mother had died already. But if she was still 

alive, she’s silenced, allowed only to watch. And her heart must surely have broken. And 

parents depended on their children, especially their sons, to care for them in their old age.  

 

And then there’s the wider community. There was no courthouse to record a claim. Those 

claims were kept in the memory of the community, where honor was everything. Break faith 

with the community or lose its respect, and your property lines might be forgotten. You needed 

your neighbors, and the trust of your neighbors. One son’s selfishness puts the whole 

community in jeopardy – and they would not forget this offense! i 
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We associate the word “prodigal” with this son, which is apt. But the meaning of the word 

derives from words like “excess” and “extravagance” – as in a “prodigy,” a young pianist with 

enormous talent, or a “prodigious” author, astonishing for the number of books to her credit. 

 

It’s in this sense that this son is prodigal, from start to finish. He asks for too much. And when 

he receives it, he goes off and wastes it prodigiously. He squanders it all in dissolute living. 

That’s what Jesus says. We don’t really know what that means, except that it’s clear he spent it 

all extravagantly, like there’s no tomorrow, and without regard for anyone else.  

 

The brother who stayed behind will later say that that his younger brother spent it all on 

prostitutes, but he wasn’t there, he doesn’t know, and we need not take his word for it. Jesus, in 

his telling of his story, isn’t terribly interested in precisely what the younger son did. He 

squanders it and Jesus gives us details only about how horrifically things turned for him 

thereafter. A famine. Alone. He hires himself out to a foreigner. He feeds pigs. He envies pigs. 

 

And then he “comes to himself.” That’s the phrase Jesus uses.  

 

It’s hard to really know what the phrase means. He may genuinely regret the choices he’s made, 

the way he treated his father, abandoned his family, broke faith with the wider community. 

Maybe. But then again, he may just have realized that he’d be better off working for his father 

than settling for the mess he’s made of things. 

 

And so, he crafts a confession, and he rehearses it as he makes his way back home again. 

 

As I’ve said, it’s not at all clear to me whether the son is sincere or not. But one thing is clear. 

The father in this story doesn’t care. He is prodigiously forgiving either way. 

 

Which suggests another name for this story. Maybe it should be the Parable of the Prodigal 

Father, the Prodigious Father. Or the Parable of the Forgiving Father. Or the Parable of the 

Foolish Father. Or the Parable of the Running Father. They’d all fit.  

 

The prodigiously selfish and wasteful son heads toward home, and before he can get there, the 

prodigiously forgiving father forgets himself and foolishly runs out to greet him. ii 

 

He runs out to welcome his son back home, not caring where he’s been or what he’s done. He 

only cares that the son is coming home. Whatever drove him away in the first place is no longer 

important, no longer worth mentioning at all. As soon as the son takes one step back toward 

home, the father runs the rest of the way to welcome him back. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor quotes Aristotle, who said: “Great men never run in public.”  
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But this father isn’t interested in his reputation. He runs out to greet his son. To welcome him 

home. And to step in before the neighbors can tell him he’s not welcome. She describes how 

villagers could have confronted this child, if they had met him first. They could have shouted 

his name and smashed an earthenware pot on the ground in a ceremony to pronounce him 

dead and cut off from his people. And there would be no way to counter the public deed. iii 

 

But the father steps in first. The son starts to deliver his confession, but the father isn’t 

interested. Episcopal priest and writer Sam Portaro describes it this way: 

The son’s well-rehearsed confession is totally ignored in the lavish welcome of 

the father. One can almost hear the young man’s protests, ‘Wait a minute, wait a 

minute!’ Don’t you want to hear about my journey to self-awareness?’  

And just as easily, one can imagine the father saying, ‘Frankly, no. Shut up and 

put on this ring and slip on this robe. There’s a party going on here and you’re 

holding up everything – you’re the guest of honor!’ iv 

 

And all of this is good news. It truly is.  

 

I may have told you once before about a time when the good news of this story made such an 

impact. I’d been called to the hospital to visit a woman who was dying. The woman wasn’t a 

member of the church I was serving at the time, but she was dying and asked for a priest. She 

allowed that she wasn’t a member of my church – or of any church for that matter – that she’d 

never been much of a church-goer. She told me that she hadn’t followed the rules, that she’d 

done things she shouldn’t have. And she worried that God wouldn’t accept her. 

 

So, I reminded her of this story Jesus told. I told her it was a story about a child who hadn’t 

followed all the rules and had done things a child of God shouldn’t have done. And I told her it 

was a story about a God who only waited for the chance to run out to gather that child into 

those loving arms, kissing the child and welcoming that child home with a great celebration: 

… this child of mine was dead and is alive again, she was lost and is found! 

 

I told her this story at her bedside.  

 

We read that story at her graveside not so very many days later. 

 

It’s good news. It truly is. 

 

And I think there are many who need to hear that story told that way, that there’s nothing we 

can do in this life that will put us out of the reach of God’s loving embrace. 

 

But that’s only half the story. And it’s arguably the less important half for us to hear.  
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You see, Jesus isn’t telling the story about one lost son for the benefit of lost and penitent 

sinners, offering them a word of forgiveness and love. (They’re just eavesdropping – and I’m 

glad they can do that, for it is, as I’ve been saying, truly good news!) Jesus is telling this story to 

religious folk, the Pharisees and the scribes who were complaining about the company Jesus 

was keeping, celebrating meals with tax collectors and sinners, eating and drinking with them. 

 

Jesus doesn’t tell this story for the sake of the lost. He tells it for the sake of those who live by 

the rules, slaves to doing what they think God wants without seeing that God desires more for 

them than heartless servitude. They’re like the elder son who stays home and tends the farm, 

following the rules, never noticing how utterly far they have strayed. 

 

So, Jesus – like the father at the end of the story he tells – invites them into a new way of living.  

 

And this is a story for the whole human race. I was part of a meeting the other day which 

included a message from our Presiding Bishop Michael Curry. And in that message, he quoted 

Martin Luther King, who said, “We must live together as brothers (and sisters) or we are all 

going to perish together as fools.” And that describes the world. 

 

The parable Jesus tells doesn’t end with the younger son’s return. It goes on to tell of the father 

going outside to implore the elder son to join the celebration. The father leaves his seat of honor 

at the party and goes outside, hoping this dutiful child will see that being in relationship is 

more important than being responsible, that being in love is better than being right. 

 

And that’s pretty much where the story ends, as Jesus tells it, right there without a happy 

ending. Jesus never tells us what happens next. We never hear whether the elder brother ever 

goes in and joins the party or if he remains ever aloof, alone in the dark. 

 

Clearly, there is a happy ending in the mind of Jesus and in the heart of God: the elder brother 

will hug his father and then go in to hug his brother, as well. And there will be music and 

dancing and feasting with greater fervor than ever before. But Jesus doesn’t give his story that 

happy ending.  

 

He leaves the story hanging, I think, because the story doesn’t end with his telling of it. It only 

begins with our hearing of it. And if there is to be a holy, happy ending in this life, it will fall to 

us to write it … to write it with our lives and with our loves. 
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i Barbara Brown Taylor @ https://www.fourthchurch.org/sermons/2007/031807.html. 

ii From the Good Clean Funnies List … Rev. W. O. Taylor, 91, was the oldest man attending the Southern Baptist Convention a few 

years ago. At the annual free breakfast for retirees, Brother Taylor rose and recited his own alliterative version of the parable of the 

prodigal son, which he entitled "The Final Fixing of the Foolish Fugitive": 

 

"Feeling footloose, fancy-free, and frisky, this feather-brained fellow finagled his fond father into forking over his fortune. 

Forthwith, he fled for foreign fields and frittered his farthings feasting fabulously with fair-weather friends. Finally, facing famine, 

and fleeced by his fellows in folly, he found himself a feed flinger in a filthy farmlot. He fain would have filled his frame with 

foraged food from the fodder fragments. 

 

"'Fooey! My father's flunkies fare far fancier,' the frazzled fugitive fumed feverishly, frankly facing fact. 

 

"Frustrated from failure and filled with forebodings, he fled for his family. 

 

"Falling at his father's feet, he floundered forlornly. 'Father, I have flunked and fruitlessly forfeited further family favors. . .' 

 

"But the faithful father, forestalling further flinching, frantically flagged his flunkies to fetch forth the finest fatling and fix a feast. 

 

"But the fugitive's fault-finding frater, faithfully farming his father's fields for free, frowned at this fickle forgiveness of former 

falderal. His fury flashed, but fussing was futile. 

 

"His foresighted father figured, 'Such filial fidelity is fine, but what forbids fervent festivities? The fugitive is found! Unfurl the 

flags! With fanfare flaring, let fun, frolic, and frivolity flow freely, former failures forgotten and folly forsaken. Forgiveness forms a 

firm foundation for future fortitude.'" 

iii Barbara Brown Taylor @ https://www.fourthchurch.org/sermons/2007/031807.html. 

There is some question about whether this is factual, so I’m a little reluctant. Lest it play into broader antisemitism, I will not 

describe it by any technical term from the Talmud.)  

iv Sam Portaro, Daysprings: Meditations for the Weekdays of Advent, Lent, and Easter (Cowley Publications, Boston, MA, 2001), p. 95. 
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