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“The Prodigal Father ” 
Luke 15: 11-24
Last week I started a series of messages on the parables of Jesus.  A parable is a short story designed to teach one main lesson. A parable is 
· Short

· Provocative

· Controversial – designed to cause us to ponder\think

· Hard hitting

· Easily dismissed by those with a closed mind. (That’s why the Prophets said: ‘Those who have ears let them hear.”)
The parable before us is the most popular of all Jesus’ parables. It’s traditionally called, “The Parable of The Prodigal Son.” But I would like to rename it and call it, “The Parable of The Prodigal Father.” The word, prodigal means wasteful, extravagant, excessive . . . and in this parable we get a glimpse of the extravagant, bountiful, wasteful love of God.
Jesus is addressing the questions, “Who is God? What is he like? The religious establishment of Jesus day saw God as a harsh, demanding, reserved, judgmental, distant deity. They, therefore, criticized Him for being a friend of sinners. He hung out with people from the “east end” of society- those living at Hastings and Cordova.
 Jesus responds to this criticism by telling this parable. . . He is saying, in effect, “I’m involved in the lives of sinners because God has a heart for those who mess up . . . those who bring shame both on themselves and on their families.

So the chief character in this parable is the father. We are to observe his reactions, listen to his words, feel his pain and heartbreak, and sense the depth of his relentless love.

The spotlight is never off the father. The two sons are but supporting actors – vivid contrasts to the father’s heart. Thundering through every scene is the gracious, unconditional and suffering love of the father.

But this parable will only have full impact if we visualize ourselves in the “skin” of one or both of these brothers. Some of us might have been in the far country of rebellion against God. Others of us might be the good kid who never did anything wrong but still feels estranged from God. 
The father has two sons – they have a lot in common.

· They both have the same father.
· They are both equally loved by their dad.
· They are both alienated from the father’s love.
· They are both due to inherit a substantial fortune.

· They are both undeserving of the father’s love.

The older son was a rule keeper. He never gave his father a moment’s worry all his life. He was the kind of son fathers brag about as they drink coffee with their friends at Starbucks. 

The younger son, on the other hand, is a real handful. He is forever in conflict with his father. He was careless, restless, irresponsible, unreliable, disrespectful and arrogant.

He was always demanding his own way; always pushing the boundaries or provoking an argument. He was strong willed, rebellious, totally self absorbed. 

One day the younger son confronts his father. “I’ve had it,” he blurts out. “We can’t live under the same roof any longer. Give me my share of my inheritance and I’ll get out of your hair and give you some peace.”

Jesus is speaking to a Middle Eastern audience. Children are to be seen and not heard. They are to speak to their fathers with respect. There is to be no talking back. And if they didn’t adhere to these simple rules they would be severely disciplined, beaten, even killed.
This son breaks all these rules. He’s saying, in effect, “I can’t live under your authority any longer. I want my share of the estate . . . NOW! 

I can’t stand you, I wish you were dead!” 

His request is unreasonable, inappropriate and disrespectful. He shows no consideration for the hard work which his father and grandfather have put into building up the estate.
 Furthermore, he shows no consideration for the burden his request places upon his family. To suddenly loose 1\3 of the total wealth of the family farm would be a staggering loss. Land and houses and animals would have to be liquidated quickly. The accumulated economic gains of generations would be lost in a heartbeat. 
 He showed utter contempt for the customs and traditions of his culture. In those days land was everything – it established a person’s identity – his place of honor in the community. When a person was asked, “Where are you from?” They would respond by saying, “My name is Jonathan, I’m from the tribe of Judah and from the family of David and I live in Bethlehem.”
 Sons were important because they carried on the family name and kept the and in the family. They were duty bound to defend the honor of the family. 

 This young man shows utter contempt for these traditions. He says, in effect, “My family doesn’t mean anything to me!”

The father’s heart would be broken. He would also loose his esteemed position in the community. The son humiliates his father in front of his village peers. Father’s are supposed to keep their children under control.
The villagers would expect the father to deal with this son in a very harsh manner; perhaps even to disown him and turn his back on him.You do not dishonor your father in this way. This kind of behavior was simply not tolerated in Middle Eastern society.

But the father submits to his sons demands. The son gathers his things together and travels to a far country. He gets as far away from home as possible and he squanders his money and wealth in loose living. The word, “squandered” means “scattered.”  He throws off all restraint and uses his money to satisfy his own sensuous desires . . . booze and women – Gentile women.
But eventually his money runs out. He can no longer pay the rent and he is evicted. His friends disappear along with his wealth and he is left destitute, homeless and penniless – living on the street begging for food. 

To make matters worse there is a severe famine in the land and jobs are scarce.  We are told that he joined himself to one of the citizens of that country. The word joined comes from the word “to glue.”  He attaches himself to this poor man and follows him around pestering him until he finally gives him some work just to get him off his back. This farmer knows he is Jewish so he offers him a job feeding his pigs . . . in the hopes that he will refuse. But this fellow has lost all his dignity and self respect. He’s hungry and he’ll do almost anything to survive.
In our society it would be similar to a young man from a middle class background ending up on the street in the city selling his body in order to survive. 

But then, one day, he comes to his senses . . . the light goes on . . . he lets go of his stubbornness and pride.

Difficulties, tragedies, disappointments, heartaches, financial reversals, divorce and failure are often gifts from God . . . they push us to the end of our own resources . . . they force us to take an honest look at our lives . . . “Transformation happens when something old falls apart. The pain of something old falling apart – chaos - invites the soul to listen at a deeper level. It invites and sometimes forces the soul to go to a new place because the old place is falling apart. Most of us would never go to new places in any other way.”   “Hope against the Darkness” by Richard Rohr - pg 69
The son gives up his old ways and says to himself. “The old way isn’t working. It’s time to go home, to submit to the father. How many of my father’s hired men have food to spare and here am I starving to death.” He rehearses his speech: 


“Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son. Make me like one of your hired men.”  

A hired servant is a day labor with no rights and no guarantee of employment – he could be let go at a moments notice. He life would be in the hands of his father. 
Notice the response of the father.

“But while he was still a long way off his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him. He ran to him and threw his arms around him and kissed him.”

No Eastern father would do this! Everyone in the village expected the father to remain aloof . . . the son would be expected to cool his heels outside the gate while the father decided what to do with him. Some kind of punishment would be inevitable.

 The expected reaction would be:

· Refusal

· Extreme punishment

· Barring the door

· “Not my son.”

(The story of Steve and Rose)

The father had been humiliated and he could only restore his honor in the community through discipline.
But that’s not what happened. He’s been waiting! He didn’t run after him! He’s waited. Patiently! Tirelessly! Hopefully! Each evening, scouring the horizon for any sign of his lost son . . . And then he sees him – and he runs out to meet him. The word means to “race.” This is no shuffle or slow walk. He races.

 A man of his age and position should walk in a slow dignified manner. But he races. He takes the front end of his robe in his hands and tucks it under his belt and races to embrace his son. The villagers are stunned to see this father shaming himself in public and in so doing this father takes on the shame and disgrace of his wayward son. 

Reconciliation takes place. The father cuts short his sons prepared speech. He embraces him and kisses him on both cheeks.

He orders his servants to dress him in the best robe – probably one of his own. He is given a ring engraved with the family insignia. The grain fed fattened calf is slaughtered and a banquet prepared. The villagers are invited to the party. “My son, who was once lost, has returned!”
Notice the incredible, suffering\unconditional love of the father. This is our Father, God.

The father granted the son freedom to leave. He gave him freedom to reject his love and so does God. The result is a broken relationship . . . but the “hound of heaven” never gives up hope. He allows the adverse circumstances of life to bring us to our senses. But in the interval he suffers. He grieves. He weeps.

A person hurt by evil has two choices. He can choose to suffer and through suffering forgive or he can seek revenge. Revenge avoids suffering.

God chose suffering, the way of the cross. He chose to bear in his own being the pain and anguish, shame and embarrassment of his children’s behaviour. His suffering lets us off the hook.

I also want you to notice the divine humiliation found in this story. Over and over we prove by our actions that we prefer almost everything else to God. Only when we have reached the end of our own resources and life comes crashing down on our heads do we turn to him. And when we do, says 

C S Lewis, “we find him standing, hat in hand, in the vestibule of our lives.”
This is our God!
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