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This morning, you probably just heard the most famous parable of all time. Most of you have 

probably heard it countless times. I had hoped that if I had you remain seating for the Gospel 

story instead of standing and if I had you close your eyes that you could visualize exactly what 

was taking place. Maybe you even identified yourself as one of the characters in the story. 

The lectionary did give us a small skip. We read verses one through three and then we jumped 

forward to verse eleven to get us into the story that the lectionary wants us to focus on. The 

lectionary however wanted you to know who Jesus was telling the story to, so they included the 

first three verses. If you are curious, verses four through ten share two quick stories that you are 

probably very familiar with as well, the lost sheep and the lost coin. 

So, what is happening with this story? 

Well, Jesus is preaching and teaching and having meals with many individuals. The Pharisees 

and the Scribes are upset. They are so upset that they begin to grumble. I am sure that we are not 

the grumbling type of people; so, we can skip over that, right? We will not deal with their 

grumbling, I will simply let you know that they were extremely upset with Jesus because he was 

hanging around those sinners. Now, get this, Jesus was not only hanging around with the sinners, 

he welcomed them and was eating with them. Jesus swung the door wide open. Thus, he tells the 

story of a dad with two kids. 

So, we can take a deeper look at dad, the younger son or the older son. We can learn so much 

about us whichever direction that we take. I had thought about showing you my cards and 

sharing with you, in case you did not know that we get this story every three years. Thus, today, I 

am going to preach it from the 30,000-foot view. Then, in 2025, I am going to preach it from the 

dad perspective. Then, in 2028, I am going to preach it from the younger son perspective and 

then in 2031; we will take a look at it from the older brothers view but that would be a spoiler; 

right? So, disregard all of that. 

The “30,000-foot view” is a common phrase used to describe getting to a high enough level to 

see the big picture. So, hopefully, this morning, I can simply share with you the big picture view 

and then later on, we can break the story down.  

The main point and emphasis of all three parables that Jesus shared is that there is profound joy 

in the heart of God when those who are alienated from God are reconciled. The sermon for 

Wednesday is still in the works but when we gather on Wednesday for Lenten worship on 

Wednesday, I have a feeling that reconciliation is going to rise to the top as we study the 2nd 

Corinthians text. 

Back to joy. In the previous two parables, the shepherd and the widow celebrated when they 

respectively found the sheep and the coin. In our story, there is so much joy. The father is so 

excited that his son has returned. He gives him the best coat. He puts the family ring on his hand 

and throws an outlandish party with the fatted calf. Deep joy gives into a festive expression. 

But, I am getting ahead of myself and we need to see what led up to this point. One of my 

practices that I try to live into is to look at these stories from a different point of view. This week, 

I did it by reading and studying the text through the eyes of Niveen Sarras. She is pastor of 

Immanuel Lutheran Church in Wausau, Wis. She was born and raised in Bethlehem; thus, having 

a first-hand experience on the culture. 
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The younger son starts the story off with a bang. He is extremely rude. He asks his dad, a living 

parent, for is inheritance. In essence, he says, “Dad, I wish you were dead, so I can have my 

money.” Niveen shares that she has experienced some of these requests. Because it is insulting, 

the family ties are completely cut. The younger son would lose all respect in the community and 

the towns folks would exclude them from their lives and their town. 

The dad, in our story, shocks the crowd listening in. He agrees to his youngest son request. He 

divides his property up and gives half of it to his youngest son. It takes the son a few days to 

gather everything together and then he heads off to the foreign land. 

The son blows through his money and finds himself hiring himself out to feed the pigs. This act 

dishonors his dad more. A son working with pigs in a foreign country while his dad is a large 

landowner is piling on the shame to his dad. He’s in a real pickle though. If a person returns 

home, as a failure, they are not going to be well received because they are living in a shame-

honor culture. His return home after an unsuccessful adventure would be an embarrassment to 

his dad and the rest of the family. The young son is the classic definition of being stuck between 

a rock and a hard place. 

Just for a moment, let us jump into the pig pen with the younger son, because we are in the 

season of Lent. The son is contemplating his life while being stuck in the mud. He ends up 

thinking, if I just go home, I can work as a hired hand on my dad’s farm and be better off there 

then here even with the obstacles that I have to overcome by shaming my dad twice. We, as 

Christians, have a season of Lent. In Lent, we have the opportunity consider our current position, 

reflect on the mistakes that we have made and repent and turn away from our sinful ways. 

He jumps out of the pig pen and heads home. As he is making the journey, he is practicing what 

he is going to say to his dad. As he hits the home front, Jesus shocks the listeners once again. 

The dad runs to him. In that culture, senior figures are too dignified to run. Yet, the father runs to 

his son. He ignores the cultural norms and welcomes, embraces and kisses his son BEFORE the 

son can even apologize. The father’s love covers the filthy son with honor and love. Niveen once 

again shares that the father’s order is NOT accepted in shame-honor culture because we do not 

celebrate an unsuccessful person. 

A party breaks out and the older son comes in from the fields and seeks to find out what is 

occurring. He is angry when he finds out. In our bible study, we shared that we understand the 

frustration of the oldest son; this just does not seem fair. I think that this story suggests and 

shows us that there is another way to judge fairness. We see that individuals are not receiving 

love and grace based on their accomplishments, instead it comes in God’s radical welcome. Here 

is a news flash: that type of action can be off putting to many. 

The older son is on the outside. He has not joined the party. Good old dad comes back into play. 

He leaves the party to have a conversation with his oldest son and tries to convince him to come 

to the party. He affirms to his son, you are always with me. The older son complains. The father 

responds with kindness. 

I think that we truly need to be reminded that this father chases after both of his sons. Too often, 

we focus on his relationship with the youngest. That is the Good News for today. The father 

cannot imagine the party without both son’s presence. Yes, the youngest son may be the guest of 

honor, but the party is just as necessary for the oldest son. We, as Christians, need to make sure 

that we proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed. 
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The 30,000-foot view has given us the opportunity to be invited into all aspects of the story. We 

were able to sit with the younger brother and the messes that he created by his bad decision 

making. We stood alongside the oldest son who was holding onto bitterness and anger and the 

fear of being overlooked. Then we marveled with the father who leaves the comfort of home and 

the party to bring in everyone who is lost and feeling left out. 

Can you resonate with one or both of the sons? I think that we all yearn for a God that will leave 

their threshold and come to find us when we are lost like the young son OR come and find us and 

invite us to the party like the older son when might be grasping on to fear or we’re scared that we 

are going to be left on the outside looking in. 

Let me share with you where I landed this week with this familiar text. Jesus shared this parable 

to the Pharisees and the scribes who were grumbling that he was mingling with the sinners. Jesus 

used this story to respond to his critics. 

In this story, Jesus shares with them that God cares about the sinner and rejoices when they 

repent. Jesus eating with the sinners symbolizes the feast and joy in heaven. Now, here is what 

really hit home this week. The critics of Jesus are like the eldest son. They are refusing to rejoice 

with Jesus. Yet, God still begs them to join the party as well. 

This story shows us that God’s love and grace reaches out to the sinners and the outcast. Yet, 

God does not leave the Pharisees and scribes out. Everyone is invited to join in the celebration. 

So, where do we land? 

I will finish with one more thought from Niveen. She says the following: 

Jesus deliberately has an open-ended story. He wants the hearers to fit themselves into the story 

and act out the ending. The church needs to act out the ending of the story. Is the church willing 

to welcome the sinners who respond to Christ’s message? Or does the church refuse to join the 

party? 

It is my prayer and dream that Bay View Lutheran will welcome the sinners. It is my hope that 

we will definitely want to join in with the party. Maybe, my win would be that we, as a church, 

would be known as the party church in Sturgeon Bay. May we have the courage to throw parties 

for individuals and celebrate with them. 

 


