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Sermon for Lent IV Year C 2022 
A Prodigious Mercy 

 
This parable, known commonly to us as “The Prodigal Son,” 
is the third of three parables Jesus tells in response to the grumbling of 
the scribes and Pharisees that Jesus is eating with sinners. 
The first is the parable of the shepherd to leaves the 99 sheep to find one 
lost sheep. 
The second is the parable of the woman who sweeps her house to find a 
lost coin only to spend it (and more) in celebrating having found it. 
And the third is the parable we just heard of two sons—one who ran 
away and one who stayed—and an incredibly gracious father. 
 
After having written my sermon this week,  
I found myself in a circumstance that had me thinking  
about all three of these parables anew. 
Yesterday afternoon, I went to visit my daughter and her family in 
Pennsylvania with my dog, Molly (a Westie), in tow. 
Since I was there, my daughter and her husband decided to take 
advantage of Nana’s being there to have some adult time alone. 
My granddaughter, Maddie, and I were enjoying playing together but 
then the sun finally came out and I thought it would be great to get 
outdoors and have a walk to the local park. 
Just as we were heading out the front door, my dog Molly decided she 
wanted to go to and she scooted out the door running down the street 
with no leash. 
There I was with Maddie—my 17-month-old granddaughter in hand, 
trying to woo my run-away dog back home. 
Molly was having none of it. 
Every time I called to hear and showed her the chew-stick,  
she stopped only for a moment and then began running further away. 
The further my run-away dog got, the more anxious I became  
because knowing Molly was not the most sensible of dogs,  
I was worried she was going to run into the street. 
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Eventually I figured out that my calling to her and trying to bribe her 
with the chew-stick was a game to her. 
So I just kept walking calmly with my little granddaughter by the hand 
until, finally (!), I could get close enough to grab Molly while she was 
pausing to sniff a tree. 
With Molly under one arm and holding onto my granddaughter’s hand, 
we all slowly made our way back to my daughter’s home—where her 
dog, Sadie, was waiting patiently looking out the front door. 
Now I have to confess, there was no great celebration after we made it 
home—just a great sigh of relief. 
There was no robe, no ring or feast for Molly, not even the chew stick. 
Proving that I have a way to go to be like the father of Jesus’ parable. 
 
It is often said that “the gospel in a nutshell” is found in 
John 3:16—For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son . . . 
That is certainly true and yet . . . 
if there is a parable that gives us a portrait of the gospel, 
I would say it is this parable of two sons  
and a father of prodigious love and mercy. 
What a vision of the vastness and depth of love, grace, compassion, and 
justice of God Jesus offers us in this parable. 
In this parable we see God’s deepest desire, greatest yearning, 
and passionate dream for all of God’s children  
and the whole of God’s creation. 
 
We were made by God to be in loving relationship, harmony, and 
communion with God, each other and all creation. 
Whatever else the story of Adam and Eve is about, 
this is a bottom line message. 
As long as Adam and Eve are in loving relationship with God, each 
other and creation, they ae in paradise, however, when the primal 
relationship with God is broken, fragmented, and distorted, 
their relationship with each other and the rest of creation is likewise 
broken, fragmented, and distorted. 
When all of that happens, they find themselves cast out of paradise. 
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It is God’s dream to renew, reconcile, repair, and restore the creation: 
that is the magnetic power in this parable  
pulling the son who lost himself back home. 
Because grace lies at the heart of this parable. 
 
You know how the story begins . . . There was a man who had two sons. 
One asks for his share of his inheritance early. 
The father agrees and gives to each son his share. 
And the younger son takes off and squanders it all on “riotous living”  
as one translation puts. 
In the story things go from bad to worse, and the run-away son finds 
himself broke, hungry, friendless and a long way from home. 
Jesus gives some indication of how far this brother was from home in a 
telling detail: he says that in order to work and have something to eat,  
the run-away son hires himself out to some big farmer. 
Now . . . no good Palestinian Jew would be caught dead near pigs. 
Not only are they not kosher, but in those days, 
pigs were raised to feed the Roman ruling class and the Roman army. 
This young man is far, far from home. 
 
Then Jesus uses a marvelous turn of phrase. 
Wallowing among pigs, the run-away son “came to himself.” 
He realizes the profound discontinuity  
between who he has become and who he truly is. 
He does not have it figured out,  
but he knows something is not the way it is supposed to be. 
He is living a nightmare when he is meant to live his father’s dream. 
Something inside of him knows he has gone too far. 
And, so, he decides to go home. 
 
Along the way, he rehearses what he will say— 
Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 
I am no longer worthy to be called your son;  
treat me like one of your hired hands . . . 
He practices that refrain as he travels,  
but something strange and unexpected happens. 
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The father shakes off the normal restraint of a Palestinian male 
and breaks with the social customs defining the roles of fathers and sons. 
As the lost son approaches, while he is even still far off, 
the father “runs to him, embraces him,” and is “filled with compassion.” 
So moved, this father does  
what few men in his culture would have done. 
He runs after his son who has brought shame on himself 
 and welcomes him home. 
 
Only then does the lost son begin his speech. 
He knows the Palestinian male culture and its rules. 
So he starts, Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you;  
I am no longer worthy to be called your son. 
So far, so good. 
This is language the father will understand. 
The son is making an appeal within the social structure of the time, 
but before he can finish with the words,  
now make me one of your hired servants, 
the father interrupts him. 
Whatever the lost son has done, he is still his father’s son— 
My son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found! 
 
Such love and grace surprises, and even offends us in its extravagance. 
While the ways of the world suggest that yes, the son might be 
welcomed home, but reasonably so—on a ration of bread and water in 
response to his wasteful, reckless, rebellious behavior— 
it seems that rejoicing is not enough. 
Joy must be made all the more complete by abundance— 
the best robe, the finest ring, the fatted calf. 
This is the amazing thing about grace, that while we remain bound in 
both body and soul to Adam’s sin,  
the Spirit of God enables us to utter the world of salvation— 
Father—and God runs out to meet us in the person of his Son. 
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As we once perceived that being lost was a fate worse than death, we 
can now proclaim in faith that greater than life itself  
is living with the knowledge that we have been found. 
The response of God to all of this is unbridled rejoicing. 
 
There is still the elder son to consider— 
the ostensibly faithful child who remained at home  
and “slaved” for his father  
while his younger brother partied his time and resources away. 
 
Perhaps Jesus included the older brother in this story for the benefit of 
the Pharisees and scribes who disapproved of his associations with so 
many undesirables . . . and yet . . . many people today tell me that they 
relate very much so with the point of view of the older brother, 
the one who stayed. 
Of course it is understandable—especially for those of us who have long 
been part of the church—who see ourselves as having “been with the 
father always”—to feel—what?  
Resentful? 
Jealousy? 
Pride? 
Self-righteous? 
Even though, if we were to come to ourselves,  
we would discover that we, too,  
have received equally shared in God’s prodigious love and grace. 
 
Yet sin mars our redemption and view of others. 
We see the sinfulness of others as greater than our own— 
we miss the log in our own eye (as Jesus put it elsewhere). 
The reconciliation of father and child is not complete until reconciliation 
is made between his children. 
And so the father reminds his beloved son who stayed, 
This brother of yours— 
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It is clear that the parable is essentially about the determined, 
compassionate, infinite providence of God than it is about the 
ways of any of God’s children. 
At its heart, this parable points to the great embrace and deep expansive 
love, compassion, and justice of God which is deeper, wider, and higher 
than we can ever imagine. 
As Jesus tells us in John’s gospel: 
For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone 
who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. 
Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world, 
but in order that the world might be saved through him. 
Behind Jesus’ parable lies the profound and overwhelming truth about 
God and God’s kingdom. 
We his children, we are all lost, mired in sins of self-indulgence, greed, 
envy, rebellion, and resentment. 
God’s love and grace reached out in Christ to call us to our senses, 
to reconcile us to God and each other, to bring us home. 
It is not just about you and me, sons who run away and sons who stay, 
or what you deserve or what I deserve. 
It is about God and God’s life-giving love and mercy. 
Every time God’s active, stretching, searching, healing, reconciling love 
finds someone and calls that person back home,  
it does not mean there is less for the rest of us. 
It means there is more. 
More wine. 
More feasting. 
More music. 
More dancing. 
It means another, and now a bigger party. 
 
But here’s the thing . . . did you notice the way Jesus ends this parable? 
With an invitation to join the party. 
We don’t know if the older brother ever went in and joined the party. 
I think Jesus did that deliberately. 
Because it’s up to you and I to act out the end of the story. 
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Will we welcome the lost and rejoice and celebrate each other together? 
Or will we refuse join the party? 
 
May God give s grace to be ambassadors for Christ and serve in his 
ministry of reconciliation on this side of paradise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


