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In 1937, J. R. R. Tolkien published the Hobbit.  I did not read it until 1976.  Then I was hooked 

and read all of the Lord of the Rings novels as well as some of the lesser known Tolkien works, 

including some that were published after his death.  I think it was before any of the movies were 

made.  The hobbits had a delightful practice, which on first reading, I thought was a really bad 

idea.  I love to celebrate my birthday.  When I celebrated my 60th birthday, I invited the entire 

congregation, plus many other friends and family.  I love a big celebration, especially for my 

own birthday.  I have another birthday coming up in April. The hobbits did not celebrate their 

birthdays the way we do.  If we were hobbits, on my birthday, I would give all of you presents.  

When I first read this practice described in the book, I thought, “I don’t think I would like that.  

Why would I want to give everyone else a present on my birthday?”  The answer is really 

simple.  I end up with lots more presents.  Every time one of you has a birthday, you give me a 

present.  So instead of receiving gifts and having a celebration one day a year; I get to celebrate 

every day; I receive a gift, every day.  Think we could change our custom? 

 

When I start reading the 15 chapter of Luke, my excitement builds.   We begin with sinners 

joining Jesus for a meal.  Then a lost sheep is found and the shepherds all celebrate.  Next a 

woman finds a lost coin and she invites all of her friends to celebrate.  The reading for today: the 

lost son is found and the father throws a huge celebration.  If you have grown up thinking that 

the Bible or being a Christian is boring, you must be reading a different book from the one I 

read.  This story is about celebrating.  God loves to party.    

 

Look again at the causes for this celebration.  We begin with the introduction to this section 

being told that the sinners were drawn to Jesus, they were listening to him, but the Pharisees and 

the scribes were unhappy – they grumbled.  I do not know about you, but I identify with the 

characters in these stories.  Who am I in this story?  Am I a Pharisee or am I one of the sinners?  

It is a trick question because I am both; we are both.  Sometimes we are the self-righteous ones 

pointing our fingers at those others whose behavior we do not like and therefor label it as sinful. 

Other times we know we are miserable sinners.    

 

In the crazy, upside-down world of the kingdom of God, there is more celebration over the one 

who was lost and then found, than over those of us who have always been faithful church 

members paying our pledge, teaching Sunday school and serving on the session.  As the self-

righteous Pharisees, we start asking practical questions about all of the celebrating.  Who looks 

after the 99 sheep while the shepherd is searching for the one lost sheep?  Does the woman spend 

more on the party than the value of the lost coin she found?  Remember the time the disciples 

chastise Jesus for allowing the woman to waste all of that expensive perfume on him, because it 

could have been sold and the money given to the poor?  Remember what Jesus said?  Sometimes 

you just need to party.  Well, that is a loose translation.    
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Packed into the 15th chapter of Luke we have three parables, not so much about lost things as 

about God seeking out that which is lost.  These three parables are told in response to the 

complaint raised by the Pharisees and the scribes that Jesus likes to hang out with known sinners.   

In the parable of the Prodigal son there are three characters: the father, the younger son and the 

older son.  The story begins with the description of the shameful behavior of the younger son.  

He rejects the value of his family’s solidarity and demands his inheritance before his father’s 

death.  This is such a disrespectful insult, it is the equivalent of saying to his father, “I wish you 

were dead.”  It would have been within the father’s authority to demand that his son stay in his 

place, literally: that he stay home.   

 

In the space of two lines the storyteller has identified the main characters and the father has 

divided his property.  We are left to speculate what that really means, but remember that it has 

only been recently, historically speaking, that there was any estate that was not property.  I think 

this means that the father had to sell one third of the family farm in order to give the younger son 

his inheritance.  In first century Palestine, the laws of the Roman Empire decreed that the first 

born son received two thirds of the estate and the remaining heirs divided the remaining one 

third.  It sounds like the younger son is running this family.  He demands and the father 

acquiesces.  The older brother is silent.  We have no reason to believe that he raises the slightest 

objection to his younger brother’s shameful action.   

 

I know, I know, we all love the part of the story when the Prodigal comes to his senses in the far 

country and decides to go back home and beg his father for mercy.  We like that part because just 

maybe that means that we are responsible for our salvation.  We have to make the decision.  We 

have to change and go back home and beg forgiveness.  But grace is at the heart of this story.  It 

is scandalous grace that defies all of our earthly rules and traditions.  We want to be the one who 

comes to his senses.  We can identify with the shameful Prodigal, and maybe we should identify 

with him, but when we do, we lose sight of the extraordinary love of the father.  “While he was 

still far off,” the father runs to greet his child.   

 

Do you get the sense I do that this father was keeping vigil?  Was the father praying for the day 

his son would come home?  Like the shepherd searching for a lost sheep or the woman 

rummaging for her misplaced coin, the father remained hopeful that the seeds sown in love will 

return in the harvest of his returned son.   

 

The economy of such extravagant love and grace surprises and even offends us.  In the economy 

of the kingdom of God, the extravagance of welcoming home this disrespectful and shameful son 

is not enough.  God loves to party.  The joy of the return is celebrated in abundance: the best 

robe, the finest ring, and the fatted calf.  Jesus is saying that when we come back to God, God 

celebrates.  Not too shabby.  But Jesus does not end the story with the announcement of the great 

celebration.  Big brother comes back into the story.  The good son.  The faithful, hard-working 

son is a bit miffed at his father.  

 

And why shouldn’t he be?  He did not insult his father.  He did not waste his inheritance on loose 

living.  All he did was slave away, day after day, year after year, and his father has not even 

thrown a goat-party for him.  He is mad.  He is having a pout, thank you very much, and he is not 
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going to his ingrate brother’s party.  His younger brother is being punished with the party of the 

year.  Does older brother not have the right to be at least a little bit resentful?   

 

You can stop thinking about this father being typical.  I think we have already established that he 

is not.  He does not talk down to his first-born son.  He does not defend the younger brother.  

What he does do, after the older brother’s pouty behavior is to shift his attention away from 

either son.  The father turns the attention to his love and abundance.  There is plenty to go 

around.  No one will run short: “all that is mine is yours.”  This is not your younger brother’s 

party.  This is my party.  I am on the lookout for all my loved ones.  I am going to celebrate with 

them before they even think of coming back home.   

 

We are all lost, mired in our sins of greed, self-righteous resentment, or the pig slop of envy.  

This is not only about you and me, my sins or your sins, or what we deserve.  This is about 

God’s life-giving love and mercy.  Every time God’s active, searching, healing love finds 

someone and calls that person back home, it does not mean there is less for the rest of us.  It 

means there is more.  There is more celebrating.  More feasting.  More music.  More dancing.  

 

In the kingdom of God, God’s abundance always trumps anger and wayward children are always 

welcomed home by their loving parents.   This is the amazing scandal of grace, which is why 

God says, “Come to the party.” 
 


