Brothers, Sons, and Fathers				March 23, 2025

I'm sure you've heard about the crisis of masculinity. Men are lonely. They're more likely to die from despair, overdose or suicide, than either women or their forefathers. They were more likely to die from COVID and more likely to vote for Trump. Many young men struggle to see a future with a family or personal success, especially if they haven't gone to college. Perhaps this is why our story this morning, the story that Jesus tells about two brothers and their father, resonates just now, just as it did 2000 years ago, this family could be a family today.

A wealthy father has two sons, and one of them says, Give me what's mine now, dad, because I want to go live my own life. That wasn't as unusual then as it is now. And the father does that, gives his son his share of the inheritance, and the younger son goes away, instantly, gets into trouble, spends all the money, becomes destitute, has one of the worst jobs, feeding the pigs. And he thinks to himself, you know, I could go home and I could work for my dad as a servant, and it might be better than this. So he prepares a speech in his head, and he goes home to his father, and he starts the speech, and he can't even get past one sentence, because his dad is so overjoyed to see him, welcomes him in, throws a party.

But meanwhile, the older brother,

who has been there all the time, doing his work, helping on the farm, doing what his father asked. He feels nothing but anger and resentment. He doesn't even hear about the party from his father. He has to be told by one of the enslaved people on the farm. He confronts his father angrily and says, this son of yours has done nothing but caused you trouble, and you're throwing him a party. What have you ever done for me? And the father says, this brother of yours was lost and now is found. He has come home to us and we are whole. And the story ends there, somewhat unsatisfyingly, I would say one thing, I think this story calls us to do one thing. I think that unsatisfying ending is a sign for us to do with this story is to approach it not with judgment for the story or the characters, but empathy for them and what they're experiencing. We might  know this story as the story of the prodigal son, which puts all the focus on the younger son and family systems. But you know, it wasn't called that in the original Greek. It wasn't called the prodigal son. It wasn't given that label until the Bible was translated into Latin. Jesus' listeners would have heard this story as a story of a man with two sons. They might have called it that. They might have called it the story of two brothers and their father. One thing that I notice about this story is that as a preacher, I can always preach on it, because people have very strong feelings about this story and tend to identify very strongly with one character or another. So now I'm going to ask you. This is entirely voluntary, and you can vote as many times as you want. Who here identifies with the younger brother? I see a few hands. Who identifies with the older brother. I see more hands there. Who identifies with the Father. I have come more to identify with the Father as a parent. Who identifies with the servants, who are called both servants and slaves in this story, we have, I see a hand or two. Thank you all for voting. I think it's instructive to see who we identify with. But I have another question for you, who is missing from this story?

The mother.

This is a story of two brothers and their father. A story of a man and his sons. I think we have to understand it as a story of grief and loss of the mother. Grief shared but unspoken. It is a story of despair and what you do when you hit bottom. It's a story of men without women who have feelings but can't say them out loud. Jesus told it as a story of a fractured family becoming more whole, once again, placing it in the Gospel, along with other stories of Lost Things that are found, and I believe that wholeness is still what men are seeking today. Now I didn't really plan it this way, but it turns out I'm preaching a sermon series on gender. So my sermon about trans and non binary people from February 2 is on our website, and you can read it there. And in two weeks, after our music Sunday, I'm going to be preaching a sermon on women. This today. This sermon focuses on men and boys, but I am aware that men and boys are not the only people in the world, and I know that everybody who presents with a masculine presentation does not identify as a man or a boy. Nonetheless, I think men deserve some attention, because they do seem to be having a crisis. Men die earlier than women in America, and they are more likely to die from overdose, alcoholism and suicide, men are less likely to graduate from college.

There's some confusion about what's been called a loneliness epidemic for men, because both men and women report high levels of loneliness. About 15% of everybody says that they have no
close friends.But men are less likely to have any close friend other than their spouse. They're less likely to say that they have a friend they would call close and especially men who might have lost a spouse have a harder time making friends after that loss. And we also tend to think of these stories as these problems with that men are facing as contemporary but we can see them in the story too. So these problems of loneliness and despair have been going on for a long time. So take the younger son, for instance. As I said, we tend to hear his request for his inheritance as incredibly forward and rude, but that probably wasn't the case at the time. It was well understood that families would pass on their wealth to their offspring, and it was okay to ask for that before. You didn't have to wait for your parent to die to ask for your share. It might be like if Now, if your parents had saved some money for you to start your life, and you get to that point a little earlier than they had expected, and you say, hey, could I have that money? I'm ready to start my life now. But I think we can't look at it only positively here, because I have to ask myself, why the son goes so far away with his inheritance, why he takes it and runs? It seems to me he's escaping some grief, maybe the loss of the mother who's not in the stories. Maybe he can't live with his father and his brother anymore, and he has to go on his way. And I also try to avoid seeing him with too much judgment, because it's easy to hear that he spent all his money on prostitutes and dissolute living and blame him for that to think, well, you just took your money and had too much fun. You didn't put any effort in, and now you're in trouble, your fault. But I think we get more out of the story if we avoid that kind of judgment. Because if you have yourself, or if you have known anybody who has spent all of their money on dissolute living, they are not having a good time. That is not a pathway for happiness and joy. Dissolute living followed by abject poverty. That's misery. And if we think about what that might look like today, that's hitting bottom. That might be having spent your money on addiction of one kind or another. It might be having gotten sucked into the world of online sports gambling and not having anything left. It might be not being able to succeed in college and not being able to tell your parents about it. From the outside, it might look like you wasted your money, but from the inside, that is an experience of misery. My older son right now is a freshman in college, and he's a good he's a good kid. I don't have too many worries, but I see all of these things that are out there, especially for boys. That's my experience as the mother of boys. I know that girls also have their own worries, but I worry about drugs, I worry about alcohol, I worry about pornography, I worry about online gambling. Boys and young men have a 10% addiction to online gambling, compared to 3% for the whole, for the population as a whole.

That's what we need to think of when we think of dissolute living.

And we also have to remember that the story doesn't tell us anything about what this young man is going to do now that he is back home again. There is no repentance in this story, and there is no forgiveness. There is no future. It ends with the older son and the father outside the party: the end. So the story asks us to suspend our judgment. We don't know what change is coming. We don't know what the future holds. It asks us to stand with the Father and look at the younger son with acceptance and love.

Okay, but what about the older son?

Now, did you hear the change in my voice when I read that story? You get to the older son's lines, and the anger is right there. There is no other way around it. When you hear him speak, you hear his anger and resentment a little bit of a whine. But isn't he right? He did everything right, and he still can't get ahead, and it still seems to him that his father doesn't love him. Today, he might be a young man who is drowning in student loan debt, who feels that he has done everything right and still can't get a job that allows him to save for a down payment on a house. He might be a young man who's trying to date, who is maybe in the world of online dating, which I have never done, but I understand it's not a great world, who wants to be a good partner, and eventually a husband and maybe a father, and is having trouble getting there. He says, I did everything right? Why can't I get ahead? Now in the story, despite being older, this son is not very grown up. He can't ask his father for what he wants or needs. He can't embrace his freedom or maturity. He's stuck in an understanding of masculinity that no longer works. He holds in his mind an image of what it means to be a good man. He might think I'm a hard worker, I'm respectful, I'm loyal, I'm modest, I don't ask for things, even when I want them. But his understanding of being a good man, it doesn't include grace for his younger brother. It doesn't include grace or acceptance for his own unspoken needs like the older brother, young men today need new pathways for defining their futures as good men.

And finally, the Father.

The Father seems to experience the most change in the story of the three men. But what do we know about that change. On the one hand, here's a dad who willingly gave his share of the inheritance to his younger son and then has worked alongside the older son for what we must assume in some years in the story,

seems like a good guy,

but on the other hand, the minute the younger son could get away from that house, he did, and the older son doesn't feel loved or cherished. The sons can't ask for the love that they need, but the father hasn't been able to show it to them either. The father has gone through some kind of change unspoken in the story that allows him to run out down the path and greet his younger son when he comes home. It is that gesture that offers the most hope in this story, the father sees a way forward, and it is the way of acceptance instead of judgment. So what if we move with him and look at these men and struggling men today with acceptance too, so that we see the younger son's despair and his search for relief with compassion, and we see the older son's loneliness and anger with understanding, and we see the father's Open Arms as strength and not weakness.

I want to lift up this change in the Father's heart. Something has changed in him, and he wants to be a different kind of man, a man who can say his feelings out loud, who can finally say to his older son, everything I have is yours, a man who can grieve and love and share that grief and love with his sons. I'd like us to turn toward young men today who are struggling, threading their way through the enticement of these addictive substances and opportunities and violence, looking for an economic foothold, even if they can't go to college, trying to understand their gender and sexuality in a world where those ideas are becoming more fluid. Like in the story itself, it is hard to see this future very clearly. It's hard to see this honorable masculinity that doesn't depend on strict gender roles and having a lot of money. Yet I look out at you, and I see grown ups who have found a way through this thicket, who have found a way to be men and women and non binary people who can escape these strict gender roles and share that love and acceptance with one another. I think you have love and acceptance to share with the young men in your lives. And I'm speaking especially to the men here. Yes, I'm speaking to everybody, to women and non binary folks as well. But we know that young men are looking for male mentors, and we know that people like Joe Rogan and Jordan Peterson and even President Trump himself are eager to step into that role. Young men find them on Twitch streams and on podcasts. The love and acceptance that you give young men matters because you can be mentors grounded in the values of human dignity, tolerance and pluralism that they don't necessarily find online,

Like I said, I'm the mother of two boys myself.

And a thing that happens a lot is that people say, Oh, you have boys so different from girls. And sometimes they mean that sympathetically, like, boys are so hard you have your hands full. And sometimes they mean that, like, Oh, girls are so hard. You're lucky. You escaped that. But my response is always the same. I say, you know, my two boys are so definitely boys, and they're so different from each other. They're obviously, to me, living with men, there is not just one way to be a man, there are many ways, and our example helps show that to the young men in our lives. Through our love and example, we show the young people in our lives that good and kind, manly and open, strong and compassionate,can go together.
