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My father was an optometrist. When my older brother graduated from optometry school, he 

joined my father’s practice. When my father retired, my brother became the lead doctor in the 

multi-doctor practice my father founded. For nearly four decades, my brother has been in the 

family business.    

 

My story is a bit different than his.      

 

Last month, I had the opportunity to share my vocational journey with Merry Mates, one of our 

adult fellowship groups. Over the past 36 years, I’ve had ten different employers. I’ve worked in 

churches and schools. I’ve had at least nine different job titles.    

   

After hearing me recount this history, a long-time church member, one of the saints of the 

church, commented, “Well, you really can’t keep a job, can you.” 

 

I look at my older brother and say, “Seriously, how boring.” He looks at me, shakes his head, 

and says, “Really, you are going to do what?”      

 

While in many ways I am a classic younger brother, in terms of my faith story, I am very much 

like the older brother in our scripture for today. 

 

Like many—perhaps most of you—the church has been a part of my life for as long as I can 

remember. I was baptized as an infant. My parents lived out the commitment they made at my 

baptism to raise me in the church and to help me understand what it means to be a child of God.    

And, for the most part, I’ve stayed home in the church. And, for the most part, I’ve followed the 

rules. There have been ups and downs in terms of my level of commitment, but basically, the 

church, a faith in God, has been home for me and I haven’t left. 

 

The scripture I just read is most often referred to as the parable of the prodigal son, the younger 

son. So, what about older brothers? The responsible ones. The ones who do not leave home.   

 

What’s in the story of our scripture for us?  
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* * * * *  

 

This morning, what I want to suggest is that maybe—maybe—what’s in the story is this: It is not 

about us.   

 

Whether we are younger brothers or older brothers, younger sisters or older sisters, or even only 

children—maybe the point is that it is not about us. Rather, it is about God.   

 

I don’t recall where I read it, but I’ve found it to be very helpful: The key to reading parables is 

to look to where the action is. If you look to who acts in the parable, there you find God. The 

center of our scripture for today is not either brother, but the father, who in this story is where we 

get a glimpse of God. 

 

There are three critical junctures in this story that I suggest are crucial to our understanding of it.    

 

First, at the start of the story we see the father’s reaction to the younger son’s request that he be 

given his share of the property which would be his inheritance. This is not a young adult asking 

for control of his trust fund a few years ahead of the age stated in the trust. In Middle Eastern 

traditional culture, the request of the younger son is tantamount to saying, “Dad, drop dead.” 

 

And in the culture in which this story is told, the response of the father is supposed to be for the 

father to take his left hand (which is worse than the right hand) and take the back of the hand 

(which is worse than the front of the hand) and strike the kid across the face and drive him out of 

the house. 

 

The father is supposed to react with bitterness, react with anger, react with resentment at the 

mere request. And it doesn’t happen. There is no back-handed, left-handed slap. Instead, the 

request is granted. Can you hear the Scribes and Pharisees, the first audience for the parable, 

gasping in horror?  

 

* * * * *  

 

The second critical juncture comes when the younger son’s good times turn bad.    

 

When the younger son decides to head home, he has a soliloquy, a speech when he is the only 

one on stage. In all good dramas, the purpose of a soliloquy is to give the listener insights into 

the thinking, the heart, the soul of the speaker.  

 

The younger son says, to paraphrase, “I’d like to eat. I need to get some food. I need a new 

plan.”  Contrary to most interpretations of the parable, this does not sound like repentance to me. 

In a lecture titled “Rescuing Truth from Familiarity,” evangelical biblical scholar Kenneth Bailey 

explained why.   

 

Yes, in his soliloquy the son goes on to say, “I have sinned before heaven and in your sight.” But 

remember the audience for this story. It is the Scribes and Pharisees. The Scribes and Pharisees 

would recognize the phrase the younger son is rehearsing. “I have sinned before heaven and in 
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your sight” is a quotation; it’s a quotation from the mouth of Pharaoh. In Exodus, chapter 10, 

after the eighth plague, Pharaoh brings Moses in for a talk and what Pharaoh says is, “I have 

sinned before heaven and in your sight.” 

 

In using this phrase, was Pharaoh repenting? No. He was trying to manipulate Moses into doing 

what he, Pharaoh, wanted. It worked. Moses lifted—God lifted—the plague, and then, of course, 

Pharaoh grabbed the people again (Exodus 10:16-20).      

 

Did the younger son repent? I want to suggest to you that this may not be the case. The Pharisees 

and Scribes would recognize that he was rehearsing a plan much like Pharaoh’s.  

 

What about the phrase in the story about him coming to himself? Surely this suggests repentance.  

The best translations of this phrase convey the meaning that he came to his senses. Simply put, 

he recognized that he needed a new plan. He’d head back home, try out a slick speech on dad, 

and see if he could hire on with the servants to learn a trade. As the son heads home, he is in the 

same place he was when he left home. Thinking he is in control. Thinking he’s got this.    

 

The son approaches home. And this is where the action is. The father sees him. And runs to him.   

And embraces him. And kisses him. Before any speech. God is God—acting, moving, loving, 

embracing, including.    

 

The younger son begins his rehearsed speech… And the father says, “Yeah, yeah, nice, I know 

where you got that one.” And the father sets in motion the party.   

 

Where the world says to react with caution, be sure the one who comes back is ready to toe the 

line, the father reacts with reckless love, running to the son before any words are spoken, 

embracing, celebrating. Setting a party in motion. What we see is pure, unbounded joy.     

 

This fits the pattern of the two stories that precede this one, the stories of the lost sheep and the 

lost coin. The sheep and the coin do not do anything to be found. The lost are sought and found 

and welcomed and celebrated and included, not because of what they do, but because of who the 

shepherd is, who the woman is. Who God is.    

 

The party is not about the return of the prodigal. Look at the scripture text. The word “return” is 

not in it. The text merely says, “He showed up.” The younger son didn’t return. The text says 

that he was still far off when the father saw him and ran to him. 

 

The party is God’s party. It is the party of a God who finds, redeems, rejoices and includes. This 

is not about us. It is about God.   

 

The question is not whether the lost do what they must do to be found, to be included. Rather, the 

question of this story for us is the same as it was for the Pharisees and Scribes to whom it was 

first told: Can we accept a God who finds, who welcomes, who embraces, who celebrates, and 

who does it all without condition? 

 

* * * * *  
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The third critical juncture mirrors the second. The party is in full swing. The older son who had 

been out in the field approaches home and hears the party. He asks, “What’s going on?” and he is 

told: “Your father found your brother, ran to him, embraced him, and now he is throwing a party 

for him.”    

 

The older son doesn’t get to weigh in on whether this is a good idea, whether his wayward 

brother should be welcomed back. The father has already done it. And the older son is ticked off.   

He refuses to enter the party.    

 

The older son not entering the party is perhaps a deeper insult to his father than what the younger 

son did at the start of the story when he requested his inheritance, because not going into a party 

is so very public. A son not joining the father’s party. In the culture in which this story is set, the 

father is supposed to ignore him—treat him as if he is dead—and proceed with the banquet. 

 

He doesn’t. For the second time in the same day, what we see is a shattering of expectations and 

boundaries. We see love—unmerited, unearned, reckless. The father leaves the party to go to the 

son who stands outside. 

 

The older son’s response? He starts shouting. “This is favoritism! You love him you don’t love 

me. There won’t be enough.” The expected response of the father to such behavior would be to 

have the son removed, taken away. Dad needs to call the security force at the banquet hall and 

get this kid removed. 

 

But, again, the father doesn’t do what he’s supposed to do. Instead, he invites the older son to 

join the party. It’s not about you, he says. I get to decide. Come on in…   

 

And the question is whether the older son can accept God’s love—unearned, unmerited, reckless 

love. 

 

Remember, it was the Pharisees, the rule keepers, the good churchgoers, the older brothers, who 

were the original audience for the story. It was about them. The rules. Their faithfulness. And in 

the parable, the father—in this scene the God figure—says no, it’s not about you, it’s about what 

I do. Come, join the party.   

 

* * * * *  

 

Which brings me back to where I started.  

 

Whether we are younger brothers or older brothers, younger sisters or older sisters, or for that 

matter, only children, this story is not about us and what we do. Rather, it is about God.   

 

The most interesting character in the story is not either brother. It’s the father. The father is the 

prodigal. Prodigal means lavish, reckless, out of control. Does this not describe this father whose 

love is so out of control, so beyond the bounds of what is expected and accepted, that it 

scandalizes those who see it? The parable is about a parent excessive in love, who runs to us 
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when our good times go bad, and who comes out to the lonely dark of our self-righteousness and 

begs us, “Come, come in and party.” 

 

When Pastor Elbert outlined our Lenten sermon series, this sermon was titled “Giving Up 

Bitterness…Embracing Forgiveness.” In starting to work on this sermon, sitting with the 

scripture for today, I changed the title to “Giving up Bitterness…Embracing Joy.” Because I am 

a younger brother and that means I tend to do things my way (sorry). And because I thought I’d 

talk about how the older son’s bitterness kept him from enjoying the party, experiencing joy. 

 

But the more I let the Spirit speak to me through this scripture, the more I came to realize that 

it’s not bitterness, but what comes before bitterness—our need to be in control—that keeps us 

from joy. I think that what we need to give up to experience joy, deep joy, is our need to be in 

control. Our illusion that we’ve got this. The idea that it’s about us. The idea that we know who 

God is and who is in with God and who is not in with God. The idea that the Pharisees had, those 

to whom the story was first told.  

 

The younger son thought he was in control. He wasn’t. God’s love—unearned, unmerited, pure 

gift—called forth the party.   

 

The older son thought he was in control; he had been following the rules, doing what he was 

supposed to do. He wasn’t. Whether he agreed with it or not, there was a party. And he was 

invited. 

 

It’s not about either son. It’s about God. The Prodigal God—one who invites, who embraces, 

who includes, who goes out of God’s way, even to a cross, to seek, to save, to stand with…God. 

 

And the question is, how do I respond to this God?  

 

 Can I let God embrace whom God will embrace? Can I let go of my need to be in 

control? 

 Can I let go of my expectations, my righteousness, my sense of having done it right and 

earned it, whatever it may be? 

 Can I let God be God?   

 

God’s throwing a party. Joy is at its center. We are invited. You and you and you and I are 

invited.    

 

The party is for those we thought were far off. And the party is for us.  

 

Will you enter? Will I enter?    

 

Dare we believe there is room in God’s love, God’s great joy, for all? Even you. Even me.    

 

Dare we believe in a prodigal God? 

 

Amen.  


