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 After the Exodus from Egypt, and wandering for decades in the wilderness, 

the Israelite people entered the land promised them long ago, and they celebrated 

their return, to their land and their God, with a feast. That long story, found in the 

book of Genesis, is the primary narrative of the OT, of the Israelite people: the 

story has 3 parts: exile, return, feast.  

 The structure of this formative OT story guides us in our reading of the 

parable of the prodigal son. There are the same 3 parts to the parable: in the first 

part, exile, the lad goes away to a far country, Gentile country, but symbolically he 

goes much farther; away from his home and family, he squanders his birthright, his 

very identity as a Jew. He sinks so low, in the eyes of his religious community, that 

not only is he employed by a Gentile, but also he becomes a swineherd, a keeper 

of pigs, and by his very association with pigs and Gentiles, he is considered an 

outcast from his community. The exile of an outcast—the very issue Jesus is 

addressing with this story. 

 Part two is the young man’s return. If exile is a major pattern of the OT 

stories, the return, or the attempt to return home, is even greater, for that is the 

essence of the human condition: we are always trying to get back home, always 

trying to find a lost sense of place we felt once long ago, always trying to find our 

way back to the garden. But notice this boy’s motivation for returning: he is not 

suffering homesickness, not missing his family, not even feeling the slightest 

remorse for what he has done, for how he has hurt those closest to him: no! he’s 

hungry. He’s still selfish. He composes a little prayer of supplication and heads 

home.  

 Now watch the father: he sees the boy “while he was still far off.” Has he 

been watching for his lost son’s return? Any parent here I am sure can identify; 
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when a child is “lost,” away, you just want him home, doesn’t matter what she’s 

done, just come home. The father “ran 

and put his arms around him and kissed him,” doesn’t give him time to finish his 

little set speech, calls for a ring, clothing, sandals, and finally a feast: “Get 

the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 

for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!' 

And they began to celebrate.” 

 The father in the story represents God, or more specifically, the essential 

characteristic of God: compassion. “The father was filled with compassion” at the 

sight of his returning son. The divine always wants us to return to the sacred 

hearth. Such compassionate, nurturing love is more commonly associated with the 

maternal instinct, but with our more enlightened thinking on gender roles, we can 

imagine and accept such nurturing compassion in a father. However, in OT times, 

in Jesus’ time, patriarchs more than likely did not exhibit such forgiving love, and it 

was certainly not the prevailing view of God. One commentator has called this the 

parable of the prodigal Father—“prodigal” means wasteful, extravagant, and 

certainly that is how the younger son squanders his inheritance; but the father in 

the story is wasteful and extravagant with his love, he gives love away, beyond 

the ordinary, beyond the understandable expectation for repentance and apology. 

The lad is forgiven even before he speaks; I expect he was forgiven even as he was 

leaving. 

 The line regarding the feast closes this second section of the story but 

immediately introduces the final third section, where the feast is the focus of 

controversy with the dutiful but angry elder son: 

“his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he  

heard music and dancing.He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 

He replied, 'Your brother has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, 

because he has got him back safe and sound.' Then the elder son  
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became angry and refused to go in.” The elder son is the stand-in for that part of 

us which insists on rightness, on proper reward for being good: “It’s not fair!” The 

elder son obviously represents the Pharisees who were challenging Jesus, with 

their strict religious laws defining purity, who’s in, who’s out, who it was proper to 

associate with, to eat and drink with, but that instinctive righteous indignation lies 

in all of us. Recall how often the OT tells stories of sibling rivalry—Joseph and his 

brothers, Jacob and Esau, Cain and Abel. 

 This third and final part of the story is so sad, so poignant. Listen to the 

language of the elder son: “this son of yours,” he sneers--he denies any family 

connection with this wastrel of a boy. He’s no kin to me. Utter resentment and 

rejection. Am I my brother’s keeper? Imagine the dilemma for the father, his lost 

younger son inside at the feast, his elder dutiful son pacing outside, refusing to 

come in. How many family gatherings does that call to your mind, when members 

of a family are cut off from each other over some issue, some imagined slight or 

sense of injury. Both sides, all sides, insisting on the rightness of their stand, and 

no one willing to budge. How do we find reconciliation? Notice how the father 

deals with his elder son: lovingly--he treats both his sons with great compassion--

he gives his eldest the reassurance he needs: “Son, you are always with me and 

everything I have is yours.” But in his careful choice of words he gently reminds 

this son of the filial bond, “this brother of yours was lost.” He calls the elder son 

to be forgiving, to be compassionate as he, himself, the father is; he is not asking 

him to condone his brother’s irresponsible behavior, that’s not the issue: he is 

asking his son to condone the father’s compassion. I have forgiven your brother, 

beyond any legalistic commonsense view of the matter, and I want you to accept 

that I have forgiven him, and if possible, for you to forgive him also. 

 And the story ends there with the repetition of the reason for the feast: 

 “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 cliffhanger. What happens next? 
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What a clever storyteller. For Jesus knows that we, you and I, must decide, must 

finish the story, by seeking reconciliation with our brothers and sisters, by finding 

within ourselves divine compassion and forgiveness. Only then can we feast with 

our family. That’s why we share the peace before the Eucharist: to be reconciled 

with each other by the peace that passes all understanding. This parable like so 

much of the teaching of Jesus, “passes all understanding,” that is, surpasses 

common sense and sensibility. It pushes us beyond the human to the divine 

dimension, asks us to see the human condition from the divine perspective. 

 The repeated reference to the feast connects us to the reason for the parable. 

Jesus is criticized for eating and drinking with tax collectors and sinners: 

“The Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow 

welcomes sinners and eats with them.’" The term “sinners” in this context meant 

outcast, those defined by the temple rules, by the Pharisees, as outside the 

accepted boundaries; your actions and occupation could put you outside the 

community. The specific reference to tax collectors emphasizes that collaboration 

with Rome was a chief criterion of exclusion. Jesus came breaking down such 

barriers between people, especially among religious people: redefining “outcasts” by 

inviting them to return home, he was acting out the kingdom of God; by inviting 

those on the outside to the feast he was dramatizing that they too are beloved of 

God, but he was also asking the righteous members of the inner sanctum to find it 

in their hearts to welcome the outcasts in. Paul’s letters in the NT stress many 

times the reconciling mission of the church, and remember, Paul was writing to 

fractured, dysfunctional communities, wounded churches. We are all to be like 

Jesus, about our Father’s business, reconciling the world unto himself, calling the 

lost home.  

 Does it matter? Well, if you are the lost one, wandering along the lonely road, it 

might matter a great deal to see the father running toward you with arms 

outstretched and tear-stained face. 


