
Homecoming 
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 Luke 15: 11-32 

 

Good morning. Today is my first Sunday back after attending the Atlantic School of Theology 

this summer. How good it is to be home! There’s nothing like coming back to warm greetings 

and hugs, smiles and friendly faces. Not just this morning, but also when I reunite with my family 

after the time apart. I still remember the very first summer I was away, how my family was 

waiting for me in the Pearson airport terminal and ran at me at full velocity when I came into 

view. They tackled me in a big family dogpile of a hug, with tears in everybody’s eyes. 

 

Part of me has been convinced ever since that this is how Jesus intends for us to be greeted, 

particularly when we get to Heaven. That’s the message behind this morning’s scripture 

reading, the story of the Prodigal Son. Before there can be a reunion, however, there needs to 

be separation.  

 

It all starts when the son comes to his father and 

says “Dad, I want my inheritance early.” Can you 

imagine one of your kids coming to you and 

asking “So, that inheritance thing… can I have it 

before you die?” How would you feel? A man 

named Kenneth Bailey wrote a book, “Poet and 

Peasant”, about how parables are constructed, 

and in his research in the Middle East he talked 

to people who lived in this culture. He asked 

people what would happen if their son asked for 

his inheritance early. Unanimously they said 

“Why does he want his father to die?”  

 

He’s telling his father it would be better if he 

were dead. As a father, he should have 

disciplined that child. He should teach him some 

respect, since it’s in the Ten Commandments, 

“honour thy father and thy mother”. Despite the 

two thousand years between then and now, the 

cultures in that region still respond pretty 

similarly. This is an insult from the son to the 

father. But in the parable, the father gives him 

what he asks for. This is unheard of in this 

culture, he doesn’t discipline or punish his son. 

Such is his love for his child that he agrees, and 

divides his property between the two sons. 

 

Return of the Prodigal Son, by Pompeo Batoni, 1773 



The elder son stays at home, so his father can live there and live off the profit of the land until 

his eventual death. That’s outside the scope of the story, but it’s the cultural right. The brother 

knows that he has to take care of it because it’s his. The son goes to the village to sell off his 

share of the property, and that’s where he realizes he’s made a mistake. Insulting his father like 

this, breaking the Ten Commandments, means nobody in town will spend time with him. He has 

to leave town, because they effectively exile him. He’s offended God and his community. They 

would buy his property to give him money to leave. Go, you’re not wanted here! Take it and 

leave! You don’t want us if you could do that to your own father. 

 

So the son leaves. He takes the money and travels to a foreign land, because after all it’s the 

money he wanted in the first place, to escape this life. He’s free. Isn’t that what our culture calls 

freedom? I’m free from everyone else’s rules, history, tradition, I’m free and I can do whatever I 

want. So he goes, and the scripture doesn’t give many details of the wild life he leads, though 

they’re easy to imagine. He would take money to buy jugs of wine and go buy a feast, eating 

drumsticks and snacks, and then he would buy jewelry, necklaces and bracelets, before going 

to dance with girls.  

 

So he dances with these girls, and wakes up the next morning and goes to buy more food and 

more wine so more people will come to party. It goes around and around, with the music 

swirling and the lights swirling. Eventually he runs out of money, so he trades the guy selling the 

food his necklaces, and he dances. He trades him the bracelets, and he dances. He trades him 

his rich robes, and he dances. Eventually he’s standing there with nothing, and he’s not sure 

how that happened. It’s like he went on a bender in Vegas and lost everything. He had a great 

time, maybe has a great story, but he has nothing to show for it.  

 

Then a famine comes upon the land. There’s no longer a chance for him to work and earn his 

own independent living. He has to depend on strangers, so he goes to someone with property 

and asks what he can do for food. The man tells him that he can go feed his pigs. Well, at least 

he has a job now, right? Well, unfortunately as a Jew, coming out of the Promised Land and the 

People of God, this is the worst possible job. Pigs are considered filthy, unclean animals, and in 

the New Testament a fit home for demons. This is a fate worse than death for the son. He 

doesn’t want to do this job, but he has no choice.  

 

He wishes he could be satisfied by the pods the pigs are eating. In that place, there are black 

berries on thorny bushes that will sustain him, but never satisfy him. So he’s always hungry, and 

no one will give him anything, because he’s a Jew. He’s far from home and vulnerable. No one 

cares about him, he’s cut himself off from all his relationships. He’s alone, and feeding animals 

that are considered filth, so he’s considered lower than them, since he’s their servant. 

 

Here and now in Canada, farming is a respected profession. But in that particular time, in that 

particular place, he would be considered the lowest of the low because of the pigs. In the 

scripture is something really interesting. It says “he came back to himself”. He’s distanced 

himself from his father, he’s distanced himself from his family, from his hometown and his 

country. He’s distanced himself from his God, because he’s given up on the Ten 



Commandments. He’s lost even his own identity, his “self”, because he’s lost everything. So 

now he comes back to himself. He realizes who he is. 

 

He has sinned against his father, and against heaven. He realizes that even the servants in his 

father’s house live better lives than the one he has now. He decides to go home and tell his 

father “I don’t deserve to be a son. Make me a servant in your house.” Maybe he can make up 

for what he’s done, pay back what he took. So he gets up and he walks home. He goes back to 

the town, where he might be mocked, or beaten. There’s even the potential he could killed by 

the community for his sin, if they become a mob. But he decides to face the music. 

 

Well, he returns home. It sounds like a great turnaround story. He’s going to make up for what 

he’s done. But that’s not where the story ends, with his actions. As he comes down the road, he 

sees something astonishing. His father is running down the road to great him. And this is 

astonishing for a couple of reasons. 

 

One, how does he see him from so far away? If he’s living his life, his routine, then how does 

the father see the distant figure of his son down the road at the right moment, how does he 

know who it is from so far away? This story doesn’t need to be called just “The Prodigal Son”, it 

could also be called “The Waiting Father”, because he must have been standing there watching 

the road every day. He’s got servants who work for him. He has wealth, robes and rings. We 

know from the context of the story he’s a man of wealth and power, so instead of working, he’s 

watching the road. He has made the road his work, waiting, knowing that his son is dead to the 

world but hoping he might come back. When he sees him, even from a distance, he knows who 

it must be. So he runs to him. 

 

And this is the second astonishing thing. That he runs. In that time in Judea and Galilee, rich 

men didn’t run. They wore robes and they walked in a stately fashion, men of leisure, it 

displayed that they had all the time in the world. If you wanted to see them, you had to come to 

them. They got fat, as a sign of prestige and power in the community. So there’s this fat man in 

robes flapping in the wind as he runs, huffing and puffing, love makes him run. 

 

Part of why he runs, and goes out to the son, instead of taking his time, is so he can get there 

and protect the son in case the crowd turns on him. They won’t fight the local lord, argue with 

the wealthy man. If the son walks by himself through town he has to endure all their mocking. 

The father runs to him for a public reconciliation.  

 

The son sees him and announces “I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am not 

worthy to be your son.” And he stops talking. We know that when he was still in the foreign 

country he had planned more, he had planned to say “Make me a hired hand in your house”. 

Seeing his father’s compassion, this astonishing act of humiliating love, the father running in full 

view of the town, the son’s heart breaks. All he can say is “I am not worthy”.  

 

And this takes place publicly, because the next thing the father does is turn to the servants and 

tell them to bring his robe and ring and sandals. They must have followed him from the house, 



wondering why the fat man was running. “He who was lost is found, who was dead is alive!” The 

robe, the ring, the sandals, are symbols of the lord’s authority. The servants, the townspeople, 

they will know that the son has been accepted. The Ten Commandments are back in place, 

what was broken is now fixed. The father’s love garments this child in protection. He is not a 

hired hand, or a stranger, he is the father’s son again. 

 

The party is an invitation to the whole village. The fattened calf is a Jewish signal of celebration, 

one of the largest they have. They can’t store it in a freezer, or for the winter, it has to be 

consumed by about a hundred people immediately. The party starts with the people of the 

village, the women, the old people, they come and the music begins. And the music and 

dancing are an invitation to the community to join in, to come. The men from the fields arrive 

and join the festivities.  

 

All except the brother, the older son. He comes in from the fields and stands outside, observing 

the party with suspicion. Why does he stay outside? Well, if we can assume from the text that 

the father is standing every day watching for his son on the horizon, he’s in mourning. He feels 

like his son is dead. They don’t play music anymore. They don’t dance. They don’t have 

barbecues. The brother knows that if they are celebrating like this, it can mean only one thing. 

“My brother is home.” But elder brother stays outside. He must be thinking “My relationship with 

my brother is broken. He insulted our father and he left. I don’t want him to come home. I hate 

that guy!” 

 

He asks the children in the courtyard questions, and his suspicions are confirmed. “Yes your 

brother has returned home, he’s been away spending money, but he’s back.” The father sees 

the elder brother outside and tries to coax him back in to celebrate. This is a joyous time. But 

the brother answers him, “I worked like a slave for you, but you throw a party for him, when you 

never gave me even a goat to celebrate with my friends.” Now who’s insulting the father? 

 

Because the brother is standing outside, and his father has come out to plead with him, all the 

guests must know something is wrong. The son’s duty is to go in and be a host, greet the 

guests, make sure the wine is flowing. He should be making sure everyone has enough to eat 

and is having a good time. But the hosts are outside. The music probably stops so people can 

listen, publically, just like when the father reunited with the prodigal son in the village. They want 

to see happens. There, the father and the son receive each other with joy, despite mistakes, 

and find a way to love each other anyway. 

 

Here, out in the dust of the courtyard, it’s “how dare you give all this to him, when I never got 

anything”. He’s the father, he should discipline this boy, teach him respect, that’s what the 

culture says. But again, he loves. He tells the brother, “You are my son. You are always with me 

and all that I have is yours.” Everything belongs to him. The party belongs to him, the house it’s 

in belongs to him. His brother belongs to him. They should rejoice because what was lost is 

found. And the parable ends there. 

 



Jesus ends the story before a warm scene of reconciliation between the brothers. Jesus has 

these two figures, these brothers, and one repents. To repent means literally to “turn around”, 

and one brother comes back from being away, returns to his father and says “I am unworthy”. A 

father who doesn’t ask him to give anything back, or earn anything, or work hard for his love. 

His love is given as a free gift, grace. He clearly stands for God in the story. 

 

Jesus does this because he’s talking to Pharisees and teachers of the law. They have asked 

him “why do you eat with sinners and tax collectors?” The tax collectors trade with foreign 

powers, betraying their community. The implied connection here is “Why do you eat with 

sinners, but not with us?” Jesus “prepares the fatted calf” for the sinners, but not these men of 

the law. “Everything I have is yours” Jesus says through the story. Elsewhere he makes it 

clearer, “I came for the unrighteous, not the righteous.” They’re supposed to see themselves in 

the figure of the older brother. They stayed. These men have the law. But do they love the 

people the law covers?  

 

The brother isn’t trying to love the prodigal son. He thinks of himself first, and insults his father, 

claiming to have slaved for him. But the father doesn’t see a slave. He sees a son, “You are my 

son, everything I have is yours.” Jesus is saying something radical. All of us are considered 

Children of God. Whether we’re in the Temple, in the Church, in the Law, or whether we’re 

outside. Jesus will go to those who are outside, and bring them into God’s house, where they’ll 

be given a room. They’ll be covered in the robe of righteousness, because of love, because of 

grace.  

 

But that grace doesn’t take away from anyone else. Just because it’s given to one person, 

doesn’t mean there’s less for the rest of us. He’s challenging the Pharisees to understand what 

they’ve been taught. He’s challenging the men of the law to know that the law is a way to go 

home. Not a way to say “I earned this, I worked harder, and the sinners didn’t”. But that it’s open 

to all of us. We are family together. This isn’t a story about the Prodigal Son or the Dutiful Son 

or the Waiting Father alone, it’s a choice for all of us. To be a family that lives and dies and 

celebrates together, or people that are separate and apart.  

 

The apostle Paul tells us that because of Christ’s death on the cross, this act of grace to save 

us, we are all saved, garmented in righteousness. God saves us and only sees the best in us. 

We are a new creation. It’s already been done! Two thousand years ago. Now, we are asked to 

do one thing in response to this love: be ambassadors for Christ. Share the good news about 

what has been done for us. Tell people “This has already happened. This is how God sees you.” 

It’s not asking you to work harder or judge other people. It’s asking you to love people, because 

you are loved. 

 

Here’s the neat thing at the end of the story. He left town, he left his father, to pursue drinking 

and dancing and food for his own sake. When he comes home for the sake of the relationship, 

for the sake of love, he opens himself to his father’s mercy, he gets those same things, for the 

right reasons: wine, food, dancing. Instead of wanting them for himself, they are a means to 

celebrate the relationship they have together. All things in our lives are an inheritance, gifts from 



God. Do we use them to escape from ourselves and each other? Or put them to the right 

purpose, to draw each other close, surround each other with love, celebrating each other’s 

presence, instead of detaching ourselves?  

 

Jesus invites both sides, the sinner and the loyal follower, into the same place to be united in 

love, and asks us to tell people “We are united in love”. Thanks be to God. 

 

 

 


