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 “And they began to celebrate!” A great party is taking place, a big pull-all-the -stops-out 
party, because a son who was lost has been found, one who was good as dead has come home 
again.  This celebration illustrates the very nature of the father in the story and more --- of the 
Father in Heaven.  There are two sons here.  Each in their own way has been lost.  And will they 
be found?  Will they come home again?  Will they be reconciled with their father and with each 
other?   
 
  Often called the story of the prodigal son, it is better titled the Story of the Waiting 
Father.  For it is the Father who is the primary actor and initiator.  This story has been called 
“The Gospel in Miniature.” It’s all here, grace, faith, repentance, forgiveness, joy, celebration, 
starting afresh.  So often when Jesus taught he told stories.  A story can penetrate through the 
barriers we erect in a way that a theory or argument cannot.  “There was a man who had two 
sons.”  
 
 In this profound little story, we all can find ourselves in one son or the other or in both.  
Or maybe we can find ourselves in the father, who had worked so hard to provide for his boys, 
yet is disappointed in each of them, one who rejects his love and care overtly, and one who 
rejects his love and care covertly.  Nevertheless, the father does not reject either boy but 
welcomes them both, makes room for them both. 
 
 Mostly this is a story pointing us to the intimate heart of God the Father and God the 
Son.  This is a story of what God the Father and Jesus the Son is really like at their heart, which 
we grasp and receive through the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 

The prophet Hosea describes this divine nature poetically 800 years before Jesus, in the 
love YHWH extended to his own people Israel.  
 

“When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son.  (yet) The more I 
called them, the more they went from me.  They kept sacrificing to the Baals, and 
offering incense to idols.” 

 
 These people turned their backs on God. They deserved to be tossed out in the cold.  
Yet God would not.  
 

“How can I give you up, Ephraim?  How can I hand you over, O Israel? … My compassion 
grows warm and tender.  I will not execute my fierce anger; I will not again destroy 
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Ephraim; for I am God and no mortal, the Holy One in your midst, and I will not come in 
wrath.”i 

 
 It is this God who sends his own being in the flesh of Jesus of Nazareth who now tells 
this little story.  This father is not soft and mushy. This father is not angry and vengeful.  The 
Father in heaven, like this father in the story, is loving and merciful, and slow to anger.   
 
  So many people have a faulty picture of God as an absentee landlord, who crafted this 
whole universe, then left us to mess it up on our own.  Or as being angry with us and going 
around with a battle ax ready to hack his way into the door of our heart, rather than graciously 
welcoming us to step through the door into the bright sunlight and beautiful music of 
celebration and joy in his house.   Sometimes we mess up. Sometimes we conceive of God in all 
the wrong ways.  But always God is here, watching, waiting, looking for us to come home, like 
the father. “Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling, calling to you and to me, come home, come 
home.  You who are weary --- come home.” 
 

I 
That is the thing this young son did not grasp.  He felt hemmed in, constrained by the 

house rules. He thought his old man just did not understand him.  He wanted to break free, get 
out, see the world, sow some wild oats, then maybe just maybe, come back again.  So he rudely 
demanded, “Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.”   

 
This father would have been well within his rights to tell his son to” get back to work, 

and wait your turn.”   For one thing Inheritances generally are given only after the death of a 
parent.  For another thing in Middle Eastern protocol it is always the oldest son who gets the 
first and the major share.  But the boy got his then and there, and in no time, just a few days 
later, he was off and running, going out to experience the wider world.   

 
 And did he ever.  He squandered his inheritance in wine, women, and song, what the 
biblical story more delicately calls “dissolute, wild, riotous, loose living.”  The Living Bible 
paraphrases it more bluntly, “parties and prostitutes.” 
 
 But then hard times came, a vast famine, the market crashed, the money dried up, the 
friends he had bought vanished, the good times were over in an instant.  This boy was left with 
nothing.  So, he hired himself out as a virtual slave to a Stranger, a farmer who cared not at all 
for him and tasked him with slopping the pigs.  The boy was so hungry he would have eaten the 
husks he fed the pigs.    
 
 For a Jew there could be no greater insult.  This was the lowest of the low, to take care 
of an unclean forbidden animal who the Jews in the dietary laws were told to stay clear of.   
 
 It is in this moment that the boy “came to himself.”  Suddenly he woke up, he saw 
visions of home.  He remembered the warm bed and the good food that even his father’s 
servants got.  So, he decided on a plan. He would head home, and he starts out.  
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 On the way he rehearses the speech he plans to make, “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.”   It sounded good, it set, he hoped the right tone, and that is what he has running 
through his head as he walks along, when, to his utter surprise as he rounds the bend near 
home, there running out to meet him is his old father, robes hiked up above his knees running 
to greet his son.   
 
 This father has not let a day go by that he has not been out looking for his son, watching 
for him, waiting for him, praying for him to return.  The separation has been bitter and painful. 
Seeing the boy far off in the distance, the father runs out and, like God whom Hosea describes 
as having a warm tender heart full of compassion, this father is filled with compassion for his 
son. 
 
 He embraces his boy, throwing his arms around him, kissing him while the little waif 
stands there trembling, trying to get his speech out.  “Father I have sinned against….”  Before 
he can finish the sentence, his father has called for the best robe from his closet to be brought 
out and put on him, the family gold signet ring placed on his finger and sandals for his feet.  The 
boy is being dressed in the regal clothing of a beloved son, and a big party is called for, then and 
there.  Bring in the neighbors, barbecue the prize calf, let us eat and drink and celebrate.  “For 
this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!”ii And they began to 
make merry. 
 

Let the good times roll.  An appropriate story for Father’s Day, don’t you think, when we 
celebrate and honor and remember our earthly fathers, and on our new national holiday, 
Juneteenth, when we celebrate the freedom finally given to the last slaves in this country.   

 
It was on June 15, 1865 at the end of the Civil War that Union Army General Gordon 

Granger proclaimed freedom for the enslaved people of Texas, the last state of the Confederacy 
to release its slaves.   And here we are in 2022, only 159 years now with black people having 
been freed, or at least declared free by the Emancipation Proclamation, after having been 
enslaved in this land for 244 years since 1619 when the ship The White Lion brought 20 
enslaved Africans ashore in the British colony of Jamestown.   

 
We are at a moment in history in this nation with churches, school, grocery stores and 

other public places. Mass shootings, political polarization, racial bigotry when it is difficult to 
celebrate. Yet --- taking in the bigger picture we have much to celebrate. Remember our 
foundation “we hold these truths to be self-evident that all people are endowed by their 
creator that are people are created equal.” We have much to celebrate. 

 
II 

 It would be wonderful if this party in and of itself were the end of the story, but it is not.  
There’s this other brother.  The older brother is coming in from the field where, as always, he 
had been dutifully working hard day after day, year after year. He sees the lights blazing, and 
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the crowd spilling out the door of the house and the music playing.  Asking what is going on, 
someone says, “Your brother has come home and your father has killed the fatted calf, because 
he has got him back safe and sound.”  iii 
iv 
 Oh, this boy is so mad. He explodes in anger!  He refuses to come into the house and 
join in the party.  This is the sort of church person who looks down their nose at people they 
consider sinners, who pride themselves in their stiff piety.  Who does not know what the word 
“compassion” means.  Who prays like the Pharisee – “I thank Thee Lord that I am not like other 
men.” 
 
 Both boys, you see, are estranged from a loving relationship with their father, one 
overtly, the other covertly.  But just as the father has come out of the house and run down the 
road to embrace his wayward younger son, he now comes out of the house again to engage 
with his dutiful older son, pleading with him to come in to the house, open his heart, and join in 
the celebration.   
 
 The boy begins to list all the good things he has done, I’ve worked like a slave day in, day 
out, never disobeyed you, being a good boy.  “Yet you have never given me even a young goat 
so that I might celebrate with my friends”. (And we might question just whether this fellow had 
any friends!)  “But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your property with 
prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!”  
 
 Too often isn’t that the way we feel when someone who obviously does not deserve the 
good things that come to them gets the big promotion or wins the sweepstakes, while we plod 
along doing our duty, showing up at work, day after day with little recognition? Where is our 
fatted calf? Envy, pride, jealousy, covetousness result, these eat away at us like a cancer.   
 
 But fact is, grace comes freely, undeservedly from above.  God’s grace, God’s love 
always precedes our response of even a little faith.  “While we were yet sinners” is the way Paul 
puts it. “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.”v 
 
 The father tries to get across to his older son that he is in no way being pushed aside or 
ignored.  “Son, you are always with me and all that is mine is yours.”  Which is totally true, 
because the younger son already received and lost his 1/3 share of the inheritance, this older 
son will be head of the family and inheritor of the land, receiving the remaining 2/3 share.  It 
will all be his.   But first --- he has to make room for and welcome his brother back home. 
 
 The elder brother had referred to his brother as “this son of yours”.   The father reminds 
him he is “This brother of yours.” 
 
(HENRY STORY) 

III 
 Friends, our challenge and our need is to come back home, whether from the far 
country or the fields. Come inside the house, join in the celebration.   Become fully alive in 
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Christ!  Whether we’ve been far away from home geographically, like the younger brother, or 
far away from home attitudinally while never leaving the property, like the older brother, come 
in and come alive.  The early Church father Irenaeus said, “The glory of God is a human being 
fully alive.”  Another early Church father Athanasius said, “The risen Christ makes of man’s life a 
continual festival.”  The party is underway -   will you come? 
 
 
 “Softly and tenderly Jesus is calling, calling for you and for me,  

See on the portals he’s waiting and watching, watching for you and for me.   
Come home, come home!  You who are weary, come home.   
Earnestly, tenderly, Jesus is calling, calling, O sinner, come home!” 

 
Happy Father’s Day.  Happy Juneteenth.   

 
 

Amen. 
 

i Hosea 11:11:1-11 selected 
ii Luke 15:24 
iii Luke 15:27 
iv Romans 5:8 
v Romans 5:8 

                                                      


