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11 Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons.  12 The 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.  13 A 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.  14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need.  15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs.  16 He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything.  17 But 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!  18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you;  19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.” ’  20 So 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.  21 Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’   22 But 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.  23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate;  24 for 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.  26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on.  27 He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.’  28 Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him.  29 But 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.  30 But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’  31 Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours.  32 But 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.’ ” 

In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, one God, Mother of us all.

It’s a little ironic that in some parts of the Anglican world today is traditionally known as Mothering Sunday. Two weeks ago we heard Jesus compare himself to a mother hen, and that would have fit perfectly, but in today’s parable it’s all about fathers and sons. The only women mentioned here are prostitutes. 

But that’s no reason to disparage this story, and certainly no reason to regret that it’s one of the best-known parables in the entire Bible. After all, for its time it has some startling things to say about fathers. When you think of some traditional scripts for what a patriarch should be, this father’s a miserable failure. And so, too, is God. And that’s good news for all of us.

Today is also the fourth Sunday in Lent, and we’re supposed to be a little more festive than usual. Today we can have more music and more flowers, and the liturgical color can be rose instead of the usual violet. As one source explains it, the color rose signifies “penitence permeated with joy.” I like that phrase, “penitence permeated with joy.” It almost fits the mood of today’s Gospel—almost, but not quite. In today’s Gospel the mood is nearly reversed, more one of joy with a dash of penitence, and, let’s not forget, a dash of resentment too. 

Either way, it’s important to remind ourselves that you can’t sum up faith’s attitude toward life with a simple feeling. Ours is not a warm, fuzzy, sugar-coated, feel-good religion. But neither is it a religion of self-loathing or humiliation—not even in Lent. True, we’ve put away our Alleluias until Easter, but we still greet the living and present Christ with Hosannas every Sunday. And we meet on the first day of the week to remember the death of the risen Jesus, to worship a God whose dying destroyed our death. We often sum up our faith by saying, “God is love,” and that’s as true as any three-word sentence could be. But when we see the love of God lived out in the history of God’s people, in the life, death and rising of Christ, in the agonies of oppression and the hopes for liberation, we ought to know better than to settle for a “Smile, God Loves You” bumper-sticker. So whether it’s “penitence permeated with joy” or the other way around, let’s keep in mind that the point in every season is to acknowledge the presence of a God whose love is beyond all reckoning—beyond all reckoning.

That’s also the point of “The Prodigal Son,” though we sometimes get so sentimental about the story that we gloss over the discomforting details. To begin with, we don’t always notice how hateful the younger son is. We tend to think of him as foolish and immature, but not downright hateful. And yet in Jesus’ day you could hardly come up with a more painful rejection than to ask for your inheritance while your parents are still living. The son might as well say, “Why aren’t you dead yet?” His request is calculated to inflict pain. Don’t forget that Jesus told this story to answer a question. His critics wanted to know why he kept company not just with sinners but with tax-collectors. Tax-collectors aren’t just the IRS. This is a subjugated, occupied country. Tax-collectors are traitors, people who don’t mind harming their own neighbors to get ahead, people to be feared for what they can do to you. They’re not unlike a son who wouldn’t mind seeing his own family dead.

So what does the father do? He doesn’t even rebuke his son. He says nothing about the pain that request must have caused. He simply does what he’s asked. Our translation reads, “He divided his property between them,” but the word for “property” also means “life.” He divided his very life between them. He gives everything away. And apparently the younger son is still welcome to stick around, because several days pass before he decides to strike out on his own. Nobody asked him to leave. It was his decision alone.

So honestly, it’s hard not to feel a little satisfaction when he makes a complete mess of his life. And if this were a morality tale, that’s where the story might end. Do you remember Aesop’s fable about the grasshopper and the ant? The grasshopper fiddles all summer long while the ant stores up food, and when winter comes the grasshopper starves and freezes. End of story. Don’t be like the grasshopper. But this parable is not a fable about how to manage your resources. Nobody’s left out in the cold. In the end, the younger son’s better off than ever. He’s practically treated like royalty. And he didn’t even have to finish his confession.

I’m not sure I like that. I’m a younger brother myself, and I can summon a lot of sympathy for people who make bad financial decisions. I’ve made plenty of my own. But really, shouldn’t there be some consequences here? In a twelve-step program, wouldn’t we want to warn the father about being an enabler? Doesn’t the older brother have a point? Take him back, maybe, but don’t let him think he could get away with this again. But instead the father loses any semblance of dignity he might have retained and makes the younger son the guest of honor.

It really isn’t a very good model for a functional family. But what else can you expect from a parable? Practically speaking, Jesus’ parables usually don’t make that much sense. There’s always something a little exaggerated, maybe even a little twisted, about the way they turn out. This one comes third in a cluster of parables, and all of them sound a bit silly. A shepherd risks his entire flock to find one stray sheep; a woman spends a whole day looking for one coin that isn’t worth that much; and a father throws a party that’s bound to give the wrong impression.

Don’t try to figure this out. There’s no explanation. There’s no accounting for the father’s behavior, just as there’s no accounting for God’s love. God’s love is beyond all reckoning. It can’t be explained, can’t be measured, can’t even be taken for granted. Maybe the most exasperating thing about it is that God’s love always seems to find us in a place where we don’t expect it to be. Maybe like the younger son we lose all hope in ourselves, can’t imagine anything more than a hired-hand status, only to find that God doesn’t look at us that way. Maybe like the older son we feel resentful, overlooked, and just when it all boils over and we’re telling God off, we find ourselves invited to a party, of all things. 

And those are just two stories. If you want to hear more, try looking around. How many of us are here today because we thought things were over with God, only to find God stubbornly drawing us back? I’ll never forget a committee I worked on a few years ago. One night over dinner we decided to take turns sharing how each of us wound up at All Saints. I don’t think there was a single story where one of us wasn’t taken utterly by surprise by God’s love. There was no accounting for it. And we’re here because we never got over it. Maybe you should try that over lunch today. Ask somebody how they wound up here. You might be amazed.

That, apparently, is how God’s love works: never quite predictable, often downright exasperating, but there is one thing we can count on. There’s always more love than we could imagine, not less, more than we could ever measure. Somewhere St. Augustine said, “God loves you as if you were God’s only love, and God loves everybody else in exactly the same way.” I can’t even begin to imagine how that’s possible. But it’s true anyway. There’s no rule of human making that God wouldn’t break in order to be your God, and mine, and everybody’s. And the love doesn’t run out, or even run low. 

I suspect the reason the older brother feels resentful about the party is that he can’t believe there’s that much love for him too. But the father says, “All that is mine is yours.” We call this parable “The Prodigal Son” but maybe it should be called “The Prodigal Father,” or maybe even “The Prodigal God.” To be prodigal is to be wasteful, to squander everything you have. Isn’t that what this father does? Isn’t that what God does? Doesn’t it look a little foolish?

“All that is mine is yours,” the father says. And so says God. But God never runs out. It’s love beyond all reckoning. It’s all for us, and it’s all for everyone else too. Even here, in the middle of Lent, before we can finish confessing our failures, there’s a party waiting for us. And each one of us is the guest of honor. Welcome.

