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Rev. Chris Price          March 27, 2022: 4 Lent 
Lutheran Church of  Our Saviour (North Chesterfield, VA)     Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 

Luke 15:1–3, 11b–32 

Now 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 who 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. 

  25Now 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.’" 

——————————————————————————————————————- 

“A man had two sons…”  I’ve come to realize that this Parable of  the Prodigal Son strikes in 

many hearers cords that are deeply felt, seldom discussed, and often disturbing.  This parable 

about a family makes us think of  our own.  And because it’s a tale about some family 

dysfunction and discord, it can leave us reliving the disruptive hurts that have marred life 

with our loved ones.   

 

Pastors and preachers are often unaware of  the deep and perhaps upsetting chords this 

parable might strike.  After giving what I’m sure I thought was a “wonderful” sermon on this 

parable, I happened later in the week to be in conversation with a fellow who is no longer 
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among us here.  I don’t remember how the conversation began; but I shall never forget how 

the conversation ended.  He basically told me how this Parable of  Prodigal Son always 

pained him terribly.  He, too, had sons.  And as one son entered the young adult years, that 

son began to suffer from bouts of  depression and from terrible alcoholism.  The man told 

me his son would waste his living on feeding the alcoholism, while that and the depression 

regularly wasted him.  In order to give his son a place for healing and nurture, this father 

took his son back into his home.   

 

But things did not go well.  The depression and alcoholism maintained their grip on the son.  

But of  greatest concern was how this son’s erratic and yet tempting behavior began to have a 

very negative effect on his very impressionable brother, who had his own challenges to face.  

Fearing for his other son’s wellbeing, and feeling as if  he’d exhausted what emotional and 

personal resources he and the family had, this pained father felt he had no choice but to ask 

his troubled son to leave…because the healing his son needed just did not seem to be 

happening in the father’s house.   

 

Now thank God, the Spirit of  the Lord told me exactly what to do at this very moment!  

“Shut up and listen!”  And thank God, that’s what I did.  For this was not a hard, unfeeling 

man whose story I was hearing.  I knew this man’s wisdom, kindness, and devotion to Christ; 

and I treasured his gracious friendship.  And his story was not over…  With his father’s 

recommendations for counseling and contacts for treatment resources, the son moved out.  

But it can’t be said that his demons ever did.  This son never came to himself.  The father 

lost touch with his son for several years; then contact was restored, but was always sporadic.  

But the terrible reason that hearing the Parable of  the Prodigal Son always pained this man 

stemmed from the terrible day when the father and family learned of  the suicide of  this 

troubled son.  Grief  chocked the man’s voice: “I keep thinking I should have done 

something different; but I could just never find the right way to welcome back my son into 

our home…”   

 

I think of  this man today, and of  what profound cords of  grief  this parable could strike in 

his life.  What he has confided with me has forever humbled me.  I dare not assume what 

this parable is making you remember, contend with, or grieve.  But I hope that, despite any 

grief  or guilt some of  you may be feeling, the Spirit of  the Lord will let you truly listen to 

me for just a moment.  Nobody can be the father whom Jesus describes in this parable.  For 

that father can only be God.  Only God can be that Father.  In the conflicted and 

dysfunctional life that can be yours, mine, and ours, only God can be such a weird, relentless, 

and determined parent.  You can’t be that parent; I can’t be that parent; only God is that 
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Father…to you and me.  Jesus did not tell this parable to present a father that we are to be or 

emulate.  Jesus tells this parable to present the Father who is God to you and me. 

 

“…A man who had two sons.”  And by story’s end, what this father discovers is that both 

sons have been lost, that both must work through their own issues from being lost; and that 

both need him in ways that no one – neither they, we, nor anyone else – could ever imagine.   

 

By parable’s end, the father is throwing an outrageous banquet for a son onto whose grimy 

finger he has shoved a family ring of  honor, onto whose filthy feet he has put shoes of  

status, and onto whose smelly body which had been rubbing up against pigs, the Jewish 

father has put the finest robe of  position.   And even though the once Jewish boy had 

longed to put pig slop to his lips, the father has touched them with his own. The father is 

throwing this outrageous banquet and all caution to the wind, in order to counter what we 

and the boy know to be true: after what he’s done and become, he is no longer and in no 

way worthy to be this father’s son.  But the all but shameless father is determined to find a 

way to show the son and us that this will never the case!  This son was indeed lost, but by 

God, now he is going to be found! 

 

I think we can appreciate how and why the younger boy feels he has lost any chance of  

being a son to his father.  His mistakes, his self-indulgent appetites and ways, and his 

deserved shame just make it impossible for him or anyone else to believe that he’s ever going 

to be or feel like a true son anymore.  I think we can all appreciate the “lost-ness” of  the 

younger son. 

 

But it took me decades of  hearing this parable to finally hear that the elder son also feels lost 

to his father…and for a very different but profound reason. If  anyone should feel confident 

of  his father’s acceptance, surely it would be this elder son.  But no!  He’s done everything 

right for his father, but he is not right with his father.  His years of  hard work and obedience 

were not rendered out of  love for his father at all, or in response to his father’s love.  All 

along he felt he needed to prove himself  as worthy and to show how much he really 

deserved what he would get from his father.  The elder son has never felt confident about 

his worth in his father’s eyes…and has never been able to trust his father’s love.  And the 

result?  “Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you…”  For such a 

long time he’s never really felt like a son…because he’s been working like a slave to this 

belief  that he has to guarantee somehow his worthiness, and to keep by some way his 

father’s acceptance.   
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By parable’s end, the disturbed father discovers that both his boys have been lost.  Neither 

knows he is a son.  …Always and forever a son, always and forever loved by this weird and 

relentless father who is willing to throw everything to the wind, so that his boy will know he 

is a son.  One has utterly trashed his father’s love.  The other has never been able to trust his 

father’s love.  To the world and to themselves, one is a worthless bum; the other a slave to 

making sure he’s worthy enough.  Both are sons lost.  And perhaps just as sad, neither has 

yet to call the other, “brother.”  So what’s this father to do?  The parable leaves us hanging. 

 

So what is this Father to do?  What is this God to do...today?  For today this God has 

prepared an outrageous banquet, and has come out to invite us to share in its shocking 

celebration.  I believe this God has right now come out of  heaven’s joyful plans, and is 

looking at his children.  And God realizes again that we are children lost!  Some of  us harbor 

the shame of  having so trashed God’s love that it’s almost impossible for us to believe that 

we’ll ever again be accepted as a real daughter or son of  God.  Most people might not know 

the dirty hands we have, or the stinking past, or the foul desires – but we’re pretty sure God 

does…and surely it’s all that God can see.  Others of  us, despite years of  being in the house 

of  the Lord and of  sharing its life and mission, just cannot trust that God will always and 

truly love us.  We harbor this secret fear that maybe we’re just not good enough for that love 

yet.  So we’ve become slaves to the hard work of  living up to too many righteous 

expectations.  And it’s hardened the real joy and affection right out of  us.  God comes out 

and realizes that we are children lost, too.  So what is this Father to do? 

 

“There was a man who had two sons.”  But my friends, there is a God who had only one 

Son…and who has given him up for us all, so that at his Cross we will be found as children of  

the Lord – each having this bizarre worth and dignity that our sins can never trash – each 

having this bizarre worth and dignity that our trustless servitude can never give – each 

having this bizarre worth and dignity that our mean and callous world can never take away!   

 

There is a God who had only one Son…and who has given him up for us all.  This God has 

now come out to invite us to the outrageous banquet of  that only Son’s Body and Blood, so 

that we may taste the love, consume the love, drink in the sheer love God has…for you, 

child!  If  the truth be known, there are only two kinds of  people you’ll be rubbing shoulders 

with at this banquet: us no-count bums with a past, and us hardened slaves to false pride.  

But God wants so for us to get past all that!  God wants us to be found at the banquet!  God 

wants us to be found letting go of  the past, so that we will find “my brother.”  At the banquet, 

God wants us to be found letting go of  our hard hearts, so that we will find “my sister.”  

Please come to the banquet! 

 


