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Luke 15:1-3a, 11-32 

Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees 
and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with 
them.” 

3 So he told them this parable: 

11 Then Jesus[a] 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 wealth that will belong to me.’ So he divided his 
assets between them. 13 A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to 
a distant region, and there he squandered his wealth in dissolute living. 14 When he had spent 
everything, a severe famine took place throughout that region, and he began to be in need. 15 
So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that region, who sent him to his 
fields to feed the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled his stomach[b] with the pods that the 
pigs were eating, and no one gave him anything. 17 But when he came to his senses 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.’[c] 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 as 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 
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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 assets with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for 
him!’ 31 Then the father[d] 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.’ ” 

– 
Jesus’ parables - as I said last week - are like Zen koans, onion layers, kaleidoscopes.  The 
second and third time you read them, something new emerges.  You turn them just a bit and 
the perspective changes.  The parable of the compassionate father is like this…One degree to 
the left and it’s the parable of the responsible sibling…one degree to the right and it’s the 
parable of the wild child…  With a parable as well known as this one, we’ve all seen ourselves 
in the story, and we’ve been all the characters.   
 
As you watch the drama unfold in your mind’s eye for the thousandth time, do you still tear 
up?  I do. 
 
Today is the 22nd anniversary of my ordination, and I am mid-career, mid-pastorate, getting 
ready for sabbatical - all of which led me, this week, to look back and to take stock.  I can tell 
you, season by season, the times when ministry has felt like being the responsible sibling 
(often), the compassionate father (sometimes - seasons for which I’m grateful), the party-
going young’un (not very often).  I’ve been telling people that when you see me on the street 
in May, with bright purple hair, this will be a sign unto you that I am on sabbatical.  I’ll be 
embracing my journeying younger sibling, partying in the Highlands.  
 
It’s been nice this week to daydream about being a different character in the story. 

 Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.  And the Pharisees 
and the scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with 
them.”  So he told them this parable… 

This parable was for the scribes and the Pharisees, folks who get a bad rap in Christian 
tradition, so let me take a moment to debunk that bad rap.  These were folks earnestly 
engaged in understanding the Jewish tradition - working hard to do right in the midst of pretty 
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tough times.  Though it didn’t take long for Christians to equate them all with hypocrites, if 
you read the Gospels carefully, these were Jesus’ dialogue partners.   
 
The Pharisees were faithful Jewish leaders - who sometimes agreed and sometimes disagreed 
with Jesus - but they all wanted good for the people.   
 
Amy Jill-Levine, Jewish scholar of the Gospels, reminds us of how the Pharisees were known in 
Jesus’ day:  

 
“For the majority of Jesus’s Jewish audience, the Pharisees would have been respected 
teachers, those who walked the walk as well as talked the talk…Following the destruction 
of the Jerusalem Temple in 70 CE, members of the Pharisaic movement, along with 
scribes and others, came to compose what has come to be known as rabbinic 
literature…Moreover, rabbinic literature is often a series of disagreements among rabbis 
rather than a definitive code; the rabbis debate everything.”1 

 

So this is the audience for our parable. 

Who do you think the Pharisees and the scribes identify with in this parable? 

If the Pharisees imagine themselves as the younger son, think about how joyful they might be, 
to imagine the feasting table that God would set for them.  Imagine the great party. 

If the Pharisees identify with the older sibling - well, this is the easy one for most of us to 
identify with, and the text tells us the Pharisees are grumbling.  I get it.  These are the good 
guys.  These are the ones who take care of stuff.  They unlock the doors and they take out the 
trash and they visit the sick and they do their homework and they save their money and they 
know right from wrong and they are righteous and they do not complain.  And they deserve a 
blessing.  They do.  And like so many of us metaphorical siblings they have a hard time with 
blessings being thrown around to just anybody. 

 They witnessed Jesus offering love and mercy and inclusion to tax collectors and sinners - and 
they wondered why he wasn’t setting the table for them.  (Keep in mind, Jesus had dinner with 
them plenty of other times….)  I imagine them watching the scene in front of them, and 

 
1 Amy Jill-Levine, Short Stories by Jesus - Kindle Edition. 
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tearfully asking, does God still love us, if, now, God loves tax collectors and sinners?   How can 
there be room at the same table for us and for them?    
 
And we know the response: 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.’ ” 
 
But maybe, maybe, Jesus didn’t want the Pharisees, whom I think he loved so much, to 
imagine themselves as the responsible older child. 
 
Maybe, at least every twentieth time they heard the story, the Pharisees… 
 
Maybe, at least every twentieth time we hear the story, we…. 
 
Are supposed to imagine ourselves as the parent. 
 
To abound in steadfast love. 
 
To run toward the one who is lost, to leap joyfully toward the one who messed up, to have a 
wideness in our mercy.  
 
To throw a party for everyone - the folks who we think deserve it and the folks who just need a 
party.  To turn up the volume and put on our dancing shoes and let love flow like a waterfall.   
 
We could spend way less time judging and determining who is deserving (that’s the older 
brother in us) and a lot more time being prodigal with our grace, being exuberant in our love, 
overflowing with mercy, outrageous in our grace.   
 
I have to imagine the compassionate parent has a pretty great time at the party.  
 
Amen. 
 
 


