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Last Sunday we were treated to the wisdom and theological insights of Father-Daughter author
team, Reverend Michael Lindvall and Madeline Lindvall Radman, who shared with us the power of
narrative and the enduring lessons of stories and storytelling. In their lecture, Rev. Lindvall mentioned
that about 80% of the bible is narrative or story and the other 20% is stuff like the Psalms and Paul’s
letters. He reminded us that there is something about story that teaches the lesson far better than
anything else. Jesus almost never answers a question with a direct answer, but very often with a parable

— a multilayered story meant to reveal deeper truths.

Jesus’ parables were far more than simple metaphors or even fables with a single simplistic lesson
or moral. They are on the one hand a powerful teaching tool, and on the other hand a mystery, never
meant to be fully understood. They are treasure trove from which we return again and again to glean
insight and inspiration. Parables have more than one meaning, interpretation, or application, and it’s
tempting to read the parables of Jesus through familiar lenses and interpretations and understand them
only in the ways in which we were first taught them. This parable in particular is one that is familiar and
maybe even a favorite to many of us. It is well known even outside of the church. And for good reason, it’s
a beautiful story about forgiveness and second chances, and yet there is even more going on beyond this

initial look and a lot more that we can learn from this parable.

Part of what makes this parable so memorable and noteworthy is its relatability. This parable
speaks to the realities of everyday family dynamics, sibling rivalries, perceived or actual acts of parental
favoritism, enabling behavior by a parent to a manipulative child - all be it with some extremes and

hyperbole thrown in there — But these themes are undeniably human and transcend time, space, and



culture. Now, I'm no licensed therapist, but I certainly know enough to say that the dynamics within this

family are unhealthy to say the least, let’s talk about just how messed up this story really is.

The younger son with little to no prompting we are privy to, asks his father for his inheritance, a
request that would be akin to saying, “I wish you were dead.” The father, incredibly, grants the son’s
outlandish request, an act so bizarre not only because of the insult it implies, but also because of the
massive impracticality it would have been to liquidate half his assets, mainly land, resulting in an
upheaval not only for the family, but the whole community. In taking his inheritance this way, Jesus is
really trying to paint the picture here of just how wrong, and sinful, and massively selfish this younger
brother is and that’s before we even get to the squandering it in dissolute living part. The younger son
doesn’t venture off to build a life and create wealth for himself from this property, but instead just wastes

the gift given to him so freely.

Now after this son has dug himself a hole so deep he probably could have struck oil, he decides to
return to his father and his home, not because he’s actually sorry for what he’s done, but because he’s
hungry and is out of options. The father’s action then towards the younger son is all the more confusing,
radical, and unfathomable, as he starts running towards his son while he is still way on down the road -
so before the son gets the chance to apologize or give his father the whole speech he had prepared - the
father forgives him and immediately welcomes him back into the family with a robe, a signet ring, and a
pair of shoes. And then to top it all off a big blow out party is ordered to celebrate the return of the lost

son, the son who was thought dead, but is alive.

The word prodigal means reckless or wasteful, and for centuries this parable has garnered the
title of the “prodigal son” in reference to the behavior of the younger son. But what might be a more
fitting title is the Prodigal Father, focusing more on the reckless nature of the father’s love for his child.
Now I'm not suggesting that the lesson here that Jesus wants us to learn is to keep enabling destructive

behavior and unhealthy cycles and dynamics within our own families, but instead Jesus uses the



hyperbole of this story - the sheer absurdity of it all - to bring into stark contrast the reckless, wasteful

grace of the father.

In this is parable we are confronted with the unfairness of God’s grace, love, favor, care in the
actions of the father. Depending on who we relate most to in this story, the irresponsible younger son or
the dutiful elder son, and perhaps if we are the most truthful with ourselves we know we have been, are,
and could be both sons in the parable, we are either comforted and buoyed by this story or we find
ourselves perhaps more than a little confused and upset. In revisiting this parable time and again, I
personally can’t help but to relate more and more to the elder son and wonder why he wasn’t even more
upset that not only does his father just forgave the disgraceful and hurtful things his brother did, but he’s
also throwing a party and didn’t even bother to invite him! Who wouldn’t be angry and hurt by what was
happening? But the father looks upon his elder son with the same compassion and love he has just
extended to his younger son. Just as the younger brother never understood the love of his father and the
true value of the gifts he had been given, the Elder son also doesn’t understand the nature of his father’s
love, that this gift is just as free for him as it is his brother. He doesn’t have to earn his father’s love and

favor through working for him, it’s always been his.

So much of the world is about earning your way, paying your dues, and at least trying to get to
some kind of fairness, and I would argue that for a good majority of things in life that is how it should be.
The person who works the hardest and shows the most dedication and aptitude for a job should get the
promotion. The terms of a contract should protect all parties involved from exploitation and
manipulation. When you do good and work hard, those things should be rewarded. But as many of us
have learned from our mamas - “fair is where pigs go to win ribbons.” Life is not fair, and maybe that’s
part of why we so desperately want God to be fair. But God is not fair. God is just. God does not give us
all what we deserve. God is good. And God is working for the reconciliation of all things, and often that

means welcoming home the undeserving prodigal child with open arms.



Jesus told this parable in reaction to the grumbling of the pharisees. Now, we church folks no
nothing about grumbling and complaining behind the scenes. The religious leaders who took offense to
Jesus’ eating with sinners. Sharing a meal and table fellowship in the ancient near east meant accepting
and affirming the value of those gathered around the table. Jesus’ parable reminds those of us who want
God to be fair, well fair to the extent that we are shown grace and mercy and others who are sinners far
worse than us get judgement and punishment, that the gift of God’s grace is not ours to dole out. It is
completely up to a reckless, prodigal Father. And in the face of God’s unfair grace our choice is the same
as the elder brother’s, the same as the pharisees and religious elites, do we stay outside grumbling or do

we join the celebration?



