
Hello everyone! 

I am so grateful to be with you all here at St. Gabe’s today. I am also grateful to be 

speaking on the rich, complex parable that we read in today’s gospel. We know this 

parable as “the prodigal son,” but each of the characters in this story has something 

important to teach us, and that’s where I want to start today. With the characters. 

 

So let’s start with the prodigal son. In writing this sermon and not a day sooner did I learn 

that prodigal means wasteful. The wasteful son. I don’t know about you all but I at least 

can say confidently that I have acted with the carelessness of the youngest son from time 

to time. Not with the entirety of my inheritance, but certainly with things that are valuable.  

 

And in that carelessness, even with things that may be freely given, I think there is often 

a feeling of betrayal. When the youngest son asked for his inheritance and squandered it 

all, that money came with expectations. Maybe that it would be used to continue to help 

the family prosper. Maybe that it would be invested. Maybe even that it at least be used 

to help others. And I can imagine that when he’d spent it all he felt that he had betrayed 

his father in the way that he spent it. And maybe his father does feel betrayed or 

disappointed, but that’s not what the story focuses on.  

 

We don’t see the father focusing on the mistakes of the youngest son, we see the 

youngest son beating himself up about the mistakes that he made. He is so full of shame 

that when he has nothing left, he still doesn’t go home. He gets a job feeding pigs, the 

lowest position he could possibly have sunk to, and he’s so desperate that he’s ready to 

eat the pig’s food just to survive. 

 

And then what happens? The gospel says he comes to himself. And that’s in the Greek, 

it’s not even an artsy translation. In the Greek it says, he came to himself. And here I think 

we see something really important. Somewhere along the way, the youngest son gets his 

deep shame tied up in pride. And only when he comes to himself, when he looks at himself 

and asks himself, what are you doing? He realizes, it’s not enough to feel shame for his 

mistake. He has to overcome his pride and do something about it. He has to do whatever 



he can to make it right. And he doesn’t assume he will be forgiven, he knows he messed 

up. He tells his father to treat him like a hired hand, he says, you don’t even need to call 

me your son.  

 

And we can only hope that when we own up to our mistakes that we will be met with the 

same overwhelming grace and compassion that the father meets his son with. And as 

hard as it is when we are the one who feels betrayed, I hope we can remember the father’s 

compassion and be glad that the person who wronged us wants to make it right. 

 

I also want to think about the father. Now, in a very classic and important and true 

interpretation of this parable, we can see the father character as God. The Very Reverend 

Kate Moorehead, a priest in Jacksonville, Florida says that if she could rename this 

parable (which she knows is not her job), but if she did rename it she would call it “The 

Running Father”. In her sermon she says: 

 

“Sometimes people wander so far away from God that they forget how precious they are. 

Sometimes people wander so far away from God that they do reprehensible things... But 

from the moment they try to return home, the father runs to them. Runs and runs, 

screaming and crying and singing and dancing and loving beyond love. All that matters 

is that the lost sheep, the child of God, is turning towards the one who made him.” 

And I believe that is true. I believe that it is never too late and we are never too far away 

from God to turn back to Him. But I also want to take a moment to consider a separate 

reading of this parable, that doesn’t undo this first interpretation, but could help us 

consider a different angle.  

 

What if we look at the father in parable not as a metaphor for God, but just a father, a 

human being. He shows so much compassion and love for his youngest son, he is so 

excited when he returns he doesn’t even mention his mistakes, he even cuts off his 

apology, he is just so glad to have him home, and that compassion is beautiful.  

 



But when the older son complains to his dad that he never felt celebrated or loved in the 

way that the younger son is being celebrated in this parable, the father says “son you are 

always with me, and all that is mine is yours.” And maybe the older son didn’t ask for a 

big party, that he just expected his dad to see his efforts and rejoice in them, and maybe 

that’s a lesson too, that we should voice our expectations and desires, but I can’t help but 

think that in this instance the father kind of let down his son.  

 

The father is telling his son now, that everything he has is by extension his son’s, but why 

didn’t the son know that sooner? It’s easy to read these stories having a good guy and a 

bad guy, but I don’t think anyone gets out of this parable scott free. I know for a fact that 

I have been the dad in a situation like this:  

 

So, for context, my sister is really put together and has a good job and fiance and she’s 

this perfect example for me of having your life figured out. I remember a phone call with 

my sister a few weeks ago where I told her everything that was going on in my life and all 

these problems I was having and she was so supportive and had really great insight and 

I was so grateful for her, and toward what I thought was the end of the call we were 

wrapping up, and she said, “you know Jess I feel like you don’t really ask me how I’m 

doing.”  

 

It threw me for a loop, and it hurt to hear. And in my defensiveness I said, “well, I’m your 

sister, I'm always here if you need to talk, you know that.” And she was quiet for a bit and 

she said “yeah, I know that. I guess I just think it would be nice if you asked.” 

 

In that moment I think I knew a little bit of what the father is feeling in this parable when 

his older son yells at him. From the outside, it seemed like the older son had food to eat 

and a place to sleep and a community, but he was missing something. So often in our 

relationships our love and support is assumed from our side. We send cards on birthdays 

and say we’re a phone call away, but how often do we ask, “What do you need? What 

would make you happy?” In a world that so often seems to demand things of us, how 

often do we remember to offer? 



 

And that’s not to say that the older son is blameless either. It might be a little 

uncomfortable but for me at least it’s very easy to come up with examples when I have 

felt like and acted like the oldest brother in this story. His little brother comes back after 

wasting his entire inheritance on debauchery, while he’s been nothing but an epitome of 

good behavior, and his dad throws a party for the one who messed up? Are you kidding 

me?  

 

I would be angry. I would be jealous. I would feel taken for granted. My little brother did 

everything wrong, and my dad, a man I have worked tirelessly for my whole life, kills the 

fatted calf, the biggest, most delicious, most precious thing we have for a huge party for 

him, and you’ve never even given me a goat.  

 

It’s an ugly feeling, but it’s such a natural human feeling, and I’m glad it’s in our sacred 

text. I think that there’s a reason that Jesus includes this character of the older brother in 

this parable and I don’t think it’s just to show us that he was ungrateful, or that he’s the 

bad guy.  

 

Jesus was human. He knew these difficult, ugly emotions of jealousy and anger. And his 

father doesn’t even get angry when his son yells at him. He just says, you know, I’m 

always here for you. And I’ve felt like this not only with my family but also with God. God, 

I am doing everything right. I am praying and I am giving and I am forgiving and I am 

loving, where’s my calf? Where’s my reward?  

 

And God holds us in our anger and holds us in our jealousy, and says you are always 

with me. God is with us when we are bitter, and will still be there when we realize that we 

have to celebrate and rejoice. And I think each of us has, at different times, been each of 

the characters in this parable. We have each been the proud, wasteful son who sought 

forgiveness. We have been the father who was so compassionate in some ways and so 

blind in others. And we have each been the older brother, frustrated with our lot in life and 

feeling deserving of more than we have been given. 



 

And no matter how many mistakes we make, or how far we stray from God, as soon as 

we turn back, God is running towards us with open arms and insurmountable love. 

 

And this gospel calls on us to share that love that God has for us with the people around 

us. God calls us to love each other enough to try and make things right. That we love 

each other enough to be compassionate when we feel betrayed. And that we let each 

other know just how much we love one another. 

 

So, my siblings in Christ, let us go forth in the knowledge of God’s profound, limitless, 

sustaining love, that we might be brave and humble enough to turn back when we stray 

from God, and that we might strive for that same love and compassion that the father 

shows the prodigal son, and that Christ showed for us on the cross, each and every day. 

 

Amen. 


