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Luke 15:11-32 
 

11 Then Jesus[a] said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12 The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give 
me the share of the wealth that will belong to me.’ So he divided his assets between them. 13 A few days later the 
younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant region, and there he squandered his wealth in dissolute 
living. 14 When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that region, and he began to be in 
need. 15 So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that region, who sent him to his fields to feed 
the pigs. 16 He would gladly have filled his stomach[b] with the pods that the pigs were eating, and no one gave 
him anything. 17 But when he came to his senses he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough 
and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18 I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I 
have sinned against heaven and before you; 19 I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of 
your hired hands.” ’ 20 So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and 
was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21 Then the son said to him, 
‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’[c] 22 But the 
father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and 
sandals on his feet. 23 And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate, 24 for this son of mine was 
dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 

25 “Now his elder son was in the field, and as he came and approached the house, he heard music and 
dancing. 26 He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. 27 He replied, ‘Your brother has come, and 
your father has killed the fatted calf because he has got him back safe and sound.’ 28 Then he became angry and 
refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29 But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all 
these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command, yet you have 
never given me even a young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours came 
back, who has devoured your assets with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ 31 Then the father[d] said 
to him, ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32 But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because 
this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’ ” 

 To quote Janis Joplin, or really the writer of the song ‘Me and Bobby McGee,’ Kris Kristofferson, 

‘freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose.’ We are going to explore this parable through a variety of 

lenses, but I wonder if one of them is asking the question, what do you think freedom is? Is freedom revealed in 

the younger son’s quest to get everything he ever wanted in life, winning the lottery and the inheritance, and 

getting to spend it on whatever his heart’s desire? Is freedom doing the dutiful thing, the responsible thing, like 

the elder sibling, who never leaves home and shows up for work on time every day, and yet stews in his own 

virtues and believes he can only be rewarded if an example is made of someone else. Is the eccentric behavior of 

the parent in this parable freedom? Someone who risks looking soft and certainly doesn’t believe in a typical 

meritocratic system of reward and punishment.  

What does it mean to be free? I think that is a question the bible is often asking us, and the answer is not 

always as clear-cut as we think. If freedom was just being able to do whatever you want and pursue fulfillment on 
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your own with whatever you have been given or think you are entitled, then I don’t think the prodigal son would 

ever want to come back home. And if freedom is just about our being rewarded for our moral virtues and feeling 

entitled because we got it right then why such resentment and misery from the elder son about joining the 

celebration for his lost sibling.  

Long ago, in a theological seminary, a bunch of students were given this passage and asked to consider 

whether our passage today, traditionally called the parable of the prodigal son, was misnamed. And if so, to come 

up with a better title. So we broke into groups and were assigned to offer an alternative title. I don’t remember all 

the replacement titles, but here a couple of alternatives we came up with…The Parable of the Humble Father or 

the Parable of the Gracious Father or the Parable of the Father’s Love, all of those options were presented and 

considered viable replacement titles. We also considered the Parable of the Two Sons or the Parable of 

Inheritance or the Parable of Family Dysfunction, Even the Parable of an Elder Brother’s Indignation. Again, 

perhaps not as elegant as the first round of possible titles, but still some accurate and insightful ways to describe 

the parable. One of the discussions I don’t remember having back, however, was why we thought it the parable 

might have been aptly named in the first place. If I were to enter that discussion again, I think I would argue that 

the parable is in fact correctly named the parable of the prodigal son, or the parable of the prodigal. That is not 

because I discount the extraordinary and countercultural love that is one display throughout this parable 

through the family patriarch. Think about it. He does not bat an eye when his younger son who has zero claims 

on an inheritance asks him for half of his father’s estate, not after his father has died, but right now, while is 

father is still living. Even in our modernistic and less patriarchal society, I think we would all regard that young 

sibling’s move as fairly brazen. Basically telling his father, ‘you are dead to me, give me what I’ve got coming to 

me.’ And so he does. And he leaves home and blows it all and returns home penniless and before he can give his 

prepared remarks is embraced and annoyingly forgiven and celebrated while his elder sibling is taking care of 

business and dutifully caring for what is left of his father’s estate. Our parable begins with a lost child who find 

his way back home to a table of welcome, and our parable ends with another lost child unwilling to participate in 

a grace that seems to be unmoved or undeterred by his own resentment and protests of unfairness.  

In an essay on Flannery O’Connor’s fiction and in particular her short stories, C. E. Morgan writes that 

‘we rarely change until we are forced to, until our pride and our vanity are stripped from us. And it is only when 



 

 

the egoistic outer hull is shattered and removed, when we are reduced to pure seed, that we can finally grow.’1 

Maybe this parable is not only a parable about the elder brother, but directed to all the dutiful, rule following, 

inner elder brothers among us who think our virtues are going to save us, who think if we can manage the 

kingdom well enough and righteously enough, we will acquire favored status for ourselves. And perhaps more 

pointedly, this parable asks us to consider how trapped and lost we are if we turn our faith into just another form 

of moral achievement and duty. The one who is lost at the end of this passage is not the profligate and wayward 

son, but the one who cannot believe that dutifully following the book of order or having the right politics or 

always being responsible does not give him a leg up on everyone else, but in fact, cannot prevent him from being 

lost and completely blind to extravagant grace right under his nose.  

 Listen to how commentator Robert Farrar Capon describes the scene: ‘cue solemn music: enter here in 

grand procession, the Department of Ethics and Moral Theology, the Faculty of the School of Religion, the Deans 

and Trustees of the Law and Business Schools, the Representatives of the Bursar’s Office),’ in comes ‘Mr. 

Respectablility.’ Capon continues, imagining the elder brother’s reaction to all the music and dancing going on as 

he walks up. ‘Music! Dancing! Levity! Expense! And on a working day, yet! ‘And he called one of the servants, and 

asked him what these things meant.’ Why this frivolity? What about the shipments that our customers wanted 

yesterday? Who’s minding the store?’ The servant explains that his younger sibling miraculously made it back 

home, and their dad killed the fatted calf and it is steak night for everyone. ‘He rants: the fatted calf! Doesn’t the 

old fool know I’ve been saving that for next week’s sales promotion when we show our new life of turnips? How 

am I supposed to run a business when he blows the entertainment budget on that loser of a son?’  

Capon then imagines in the Father’s response to his dutiful elder son this final salvo: ‘We’re all lost here and we 

feel right at home. You, on the other hand, are alive and miserable—and worse yet, you’re standing out here in the 

yard as if you were some kind of beggar.’ In Capon’s words, ‘those who think they can make their lives the basis 

of their acceptance by God need not apply.’2 Don’t pretend you are not lost and never in need of love, grace, and 

forgiveness that is the core of your inheritance, come and join what being found is all about. Lost and found.. 

Don’t pretend you are not lost and never in need of love, grace, and forgiveness that is the core of your 

 
1 C. E. Morgan, ‘Grace Hurts,’ in The Christian Century (August 8, 2013).  

2 Robert Farrar Capon, Kingdom, Grace, & Judgment: Paradox, Outrage, and Vindication in the Parables of Jesus, 299-301. 



 

 

inheritance, come and join what being found is all about. Lost and found; and we can be just as lost in the duties 

and religious rule following and reductionisms of the Christian faith as we can by following the profligacy of the 

younger son blowing our inheritance and coming home empty handed. We are just as in danger of getting lost 

even if we choose to never leave home.  

 The movie Lion starring Dev Patel is based on a true story of a child named Sharoo who grew up in a small 

village in India in the 1980s in very humble circumstances. As a very young child Sharoo and his elder brother go 

out at night exploring the nearby train station and Sharoo gets separated from his older brother, falls asleep, and 

finds himself on a train headed hundreds of miles from home. Sharoo ends up in Colcotta, which is one of four 

cities in India with over a million homeless children on the streets. And that is an underlying problem that makes 

it even harder for Sharoo to ever find his way back home. There are so many street children; so many orphaned 

children, that helping this one small child get back home was like finding a needle in a haystack.  

Dhaka, Bangladesh, is another city in the world with over a million children living on the streets. My 

former congregation had a long partnership with Presbyterian medical missionaries there and several times 

groups from our congregation visited, including my wife Stephanie in the fall of 2016. One of the programs they 

experienced was a Church of Bangladesh center for Dhaka’s street children to come during the day for some 

programs, activities, and for some medical treatment that often came in the form of footcare and bandaids 

because of the harsh conditions of living on the streets. One of the participants on that trip took a picture of some 

boys off the street as they waited for activities and lunch; every time I see the picture I am both haunted and 

inspired by our calling as a Christian community in this world. To remind the lost that they are not lost at all, but 

surrounded by God’s grace. And to remind those that think they are found, to be careful not to get lost in all their 

myopic foundness. I am not going to tell you what happens at the end of Lion (you will have to come to night to 

find out), but I think part of the point of faith is to get lost. To leave the friendly confines of church and to go 

back out into the world to put what we have found into practice. To get lost in service and wonder and joy and to 

find our freedom in giving ourselves away to something bigger than our own virtues and desires for self-

fulfillment. To wander into precincts and paths that may be uncomfortable and unfamiliar to us.  

Faith is about getting lost and being found, and it is about letting go of what we thought was everything, 

it is about giving up our sense of ownership and control, it is about giving up our righteous virtues and trying to 

forget our epic blunders, and finding a community that welcomes us home in spite of ourselves. There we find 



 

 

that freedom is not about our own potential or our own failures but discovering that we can never outrun the 

love of God, that we can never be so sinful that God’s grace can’t redeem us, that we can never be so virtuous that 

we don’t need God’s love to come running for us. Lost and found. Not once. But over and over again, until we 

become free, and no more ‘a stranger, or a guest, but like a child at home.’  

 


