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This lection is the third in a series of parables concerning “lost” things.  The first two were the 

lost sheep and coin.  I find it interesting that these parables have historically been identified by 

the negative aspects of their stories: lost sheep, lost coin and prodigal son.  Why not the “found 

coin” or the “found sheep” or the “two beloved sons?”   

 

The parable of the compassionate father and the two beloved sons illustrates a relational dynamic 

of which I have become aware through my study of Murray Bowen’s Family Systems theory.  

One of the things I have learned and talked about is that in effective communication, “moving 

toward” each other rather than away from each other, is essential.  This parable dramatically 

illustrates the dynamic of broken relationships when the younger son leaves home.  Upon 

returning home, the father goes out to meet the younger son.  When the older son refuses to join 

the celebration, the father goes out to him.     

 

According to the laws of the Roman Empire that were in effect in Palestine at the time of this 

story, during the father’s lifetime all sons were able to live off of the father’s estate.  The 

property remained in the father’s hands as long as he lived.  At his death, the older son inherited 

two-thirds of the estate with the remaining one-third divided between the remaining heirs (sons).  

The younger son’s request for his share of the inheritance while his father is alive was very 

irregular and deeply disrespectful.  It amounted to the son treating his father as if he were dead. 

 

By the time the prodigal comes to himself in the far country, we have noticed several things.  We 

sense the stark contrast between the actions of the prodigal son and the father.  The father’s 

compliance with his son’s request is noted as a matter of fact.  The son’s downfall is described in 

slow motion.  He travels to a “distant” land, the property is “squandered,” his lifestyle is 

“dissolute,” and when the famine strikes, the son of the well-to-do finds himself among the poor.  

He is more than simply poor, he is destitute.   In his desperate attempt to survive he cares for pigs 

and envies them for their food.   

 

The inclusion of this detail concerning the pigs was not lost on the Pharisees in the crowd 

listening to Jesus tell this story.  Although the ethnic identity of the family is not mentioned, the 

dismal fate of a Jew caring for “unclean” pigs would be obvious to the audience.  As with most 

of us, the younger son’s journey home begins with an internal dialogue.  He rehearses in detail 

his speech of repentance to his father.  The audience anticipates the father hearing these words of 

repentance and graciously granting the son employment on the estate.  Judaism and Christianity 

have provisions for the restoration of a penitent returnee.  But the son never finishes his carefully 

rehearsed speech.  The father’s compassion outruns the son’s penitence.  Like the two preceding 

parables, this scene ends with the celebration over finding something precious that was lost.   

Even in all of the rules and laws of Judaism and Christianity, there is no provision that includes a 

banquet with music and dancing for a penitent.  We say, “Yes, let the prodigal return but to bread 

and water, not a banquet; dress him in sackcloth, not a new robe; put ashes on his head, not a 



ring on his finger; allow him to kneel, not to dance.”  In our sense of a well-ordered universe, the 

celebration banquet cancels out the seriousness of the sin and the son’s obligatory repentance.   

 

At this point we have become caught up in the drama of the story.  We have forgotten that there 

are two sons.  In contrast to the penitent return of the younger son, the older son’s response is 

anger and a refusal to join the party.  Just as the father went out to the younger son, now the 

father goes out to his older son.  By the usual criteria of justice and fairness, the older son has a 

point.  I will risk a bit of diversion into legal and mercenary details.  The older son has stayed 

home and worked hard on the estate, albeit with certain self-interest, since now it will all be his 

some day.  Of course, hard work only increases the value of the estate.  The great effort the 

father has made to welcome the prodigal son may imply, at least to the older brother, that the 

father intends to fully restore the younger brother into the family and eventually divide the estate 

again.  Not only has the lavish celebration cut into the older brother’s holdings, the potential 

financial injury is staggering.   

 

The scribes and the Pharisees in Luke’s setting of this parable would not be the only ones to 

understand such a reaction on the part of the older son.  So would almost everyone else in the 

crowd, including us.  The parable ends with the older brother still outside.  We do not know if he 

joined the party.  We have the uncomfortable lingering feeling that there may still be one lost 

son.  All three of the parables of the “lost” end with celebrations over what has been found.  This 

parable of the “lost son” ends with a glimpse of divine sadness at our human resentment of the 

divine compassion.  The bite of this parable is felt by people of privilege, especially those who 

see themselves as relentlessly good and faithful.  We are so good and faithful that we deserve our 

blessings.  In our heart of hearts, we know that the older brother has a point and we join his 

grumbling at a love that makes a home for both sons.  

 

I leave this parable with a renewed definition of sin: broken relationships.  The action of the 

younger son illustrates his brokenness by fleeing to the “far country.”  He is not only alienated 

from his family, but from the entire community.  The turning point in the story for the younger 

son is his moment of awareness with the pigs.  I believe that his moment of true repentance 

comes only in his father’s embrace.  His connivingly rehearsed speech of repentance is cut off by 

his father’s compassion.  The arrogant son who once treated his father as dead is now celebrated 

as the one who was dead and now is alive.  The restoration of the broken relationship is initiated 

by the father.  Like most human beings, the son needed to experience brokenness before he could 

celebrate the grace of restoration.  
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