
Rev. Dr. Anne Bain Epling 

Faith Des Peres Presbyterian Church 

March 6, 2016 

Luke 15: 1-3, 15b-32 

“A Boundary Breaking God-Part 3” 

This Lent we’re looking at how Jesus was a boundary-breaker. Jesus continually 

defied the logic of his day when he went to places and spent time with people no 

one ever expected him to go or visit. In fact, I heard someone once say that Jesus 

didn’t go elsewhere because he was rejected, he was rejected because he went 

elsewhere. 

Two weeks ago we looked at how we’re called to love people despite the 

differences we have with them, which is a challenge – we don’t see that happen 

much in our world – but it’s something Jesus did and calls us to do and when we 

do do that, we break boundaries.  

Last week we looked at what it means to endure difficult times, and how holding 

fast to the belief that God loves us more than anything can give us the strength to 

endure those times. 

This week, we come to the story of the Prodigal Son. It’s one of my favorite 

stories in all the Bible. In a nutshell, a father has two sons, one of whom decides 

to run off with his inheritance and squander it on loose living and fine wine; but 

when he finds himself broke and on the streets he conjures up a lame apology to 

give to Daddy-dearest in the hopes that all will be forgiven . . .which it is. But 

during the younger son’s time of debauchery, the older son dutifully worked by 

his father’s side, being the eternal responsible one. So is it any surprise the older 

one is resentful when the younger one is greeted with a party upon his return? 

Now, there are a number of different ways to interpret this parable – and that’s a 

hallmark of a parable, actually – rarely can they be reduced to one single meaning 

– and usually they’re left open for interpretation, inviting us to engage the story 

at our own level and place in life. But one caution about parables: if you interpret 

the story so that it leaves you feeling comfortable about yourself, you’re probably 

missing the point. Parables should challenge us to look into the hidden aspects of 

our own values, and our own lives. We shouldn’t be willing to settle for a simple 



interpretation, a single meaning, or a universal moral – because doing that limits 

us to the easy lesson. We’re better off thinking less about what the parable 

“means” and more about what it can do: remind, provoke, refine, confront, 

disturb, and/or break boundaries. 

So let’s start our entry into this story by first looking at the name we give it. 

Prodigal Son is the preferred title here in the US. But what if we gave it the title, 

“The Lost Son”. Hmm, which son is lost? The younger son, who left the old man 

behind but returned, or the older son who’s left standing outside the party, all 

alone except for the big chip on his shoulder? Which one is really lost? 

What if we called the story “The Absent Mother”? Author Amy Jill-Levine says on 

her more cynical days, that’s what she wants to name the story! 

What if we called the story “The Overly-Indulgent Father”? After all, some of us 

may be wondering what the father was thinking by throwing that boy a party 

because, well – he doesn’t really deserve, and we think the ending deserves a 

better than that. 

In his book “What’s So Amazing about Grace”, Phillip Yancey provocatively writes:  

In the story of the Prodigal Son, (what if) Jesus brought in the older 

brother to voice proper outrage at his father for rewarding 

irresponsible behavior. What kind of ‘family values’ would his father 

communicate by throwing a party for such a renegade? What kind of 

virtue would that encourage?”  

“The contemporary preacher Fred Craddock once tinkered with the 

details of the parable to make just this point. In a sermon, he had the 

father slip the ring and robe on the “elder” brother, then kill the 

fatted calf in honor of his years of faithfulness and obedience. To 

which a woman sitting in the back of the sanctuary yelled out, ‘That’s 

the way it “should” have been written!'”  

The late Donald Juel once said this parable should be titled, “The Older 

Sibling’s Lament”. How many of you are first-borns? You’re in good 

company. Did you know almost all U.S. Presidents were first-borns? Ditto 

for the astronauts sent into space.  



Oldest siblings are responsible, they get more pictures in the family albums, 

and they aren’t subjected to hand-me-downs. But they also have to break-

in parents who know nothing about raising a child; they’re like the practice 

round of parenting. And older siblings often have to take the heat for what 

their younger siblings do. After all, the older sibling knows better. 

Does any of this sound familiar to you older siblings? 

And no, I’m not the oldest one in the family. I’m the youngest of five. There 

are no baby pictures of me; the best picture my Mom could produce when I 

had to take in a baby picture my senior year of high school was me at 4. 

When I protested, she said, “Here, just take this one!” To which I replied, 

“It’s not even Margaret. It’s Stephanie!” Who is my niece. 

My older brother often complains to this day that he had to save money to 

buy his first car – unlike me – my parents bought mine . . . which is a side 

benefit to being the youngest . . . parents are tired of driving kids around 

and have more money when they’re older to do things like buy their kid a 

car. But almost 30 years later he’s still complaining, despite the fact that it 

was a 1979 Chevy Citation that at the time of buying it my Dad admitted 

he’d spent more on lamps than he did that car. But that didn’t matter to my 

brother, who’d clearly suffered. 

But I’ve also found myself in the shoes of the older brother, wondering 

what dear old Mom and Dad are thinking. Every time I hear the story of the 

prodigal son, I think of my older brother who took a cab from Ohio to New 

Hampshire to give my parents what he thought was upsetting news. When 

my Mom told me, “Yes, this cab pulled into the drive way of the cottage, 

and there was Steve.” I was like, “Oh brother.” What did you do, I asked? 

We offered Steve and the driver a place to sleep, and then we had a lovely 

steak dinner. I was all like, “Mom, the man needs help. He took a cab from 

Ohio to New Hampshire!” To which I got the, “Annie, I don’t like to hear 

you say that. That’s not very nice,” reply.   

And don’t even get us started on our middle brother. Big families, you gotta 

love ‘em. There’s a prodigal in every one.  



Do I love my brothers? Of course I do. Do I sometimes wonder what the 

heck my parents are thinking? Absolutely. Do I ever feel resentful, cheated, 

and wonder why bother being responsible if it’s not going to make a 

difference in how I’m treated or how they’re treated? Yep. But chances are, 

they feel the same way about me sometimes, wondering why Mom and 

Dad have done something for me and not for them.  

But it’s not only in families that we act like this, though families can bring 

out the worst in us. We do it at work, or at school, or any time or place 

when we think our version of what’s right and fair gets short-changed. And 

we do this because in our world we expect one plus one to equal two. We 

track things not because we need to, but to keep things fair, to make sure 

things are running right, and out of a concern for equity.   

We expect that when we work hard and try our best, our efforts will pay 

off; and when they don’t, or worse when the slackers of the world are 

rewarded, we get resentful. Because that’s not how the way the world is 

supposed to work.  

But as important as counting is, sometimes it just doesn’t work. Especially in 

relationships. I mean, imagine counting every good thing someone did for you 

and using that to judge how much they love you. Or imagine keeping track of 

every unhelpful or hurtful thing people in your life do to you and demanding 

payment. (Or worse, imagine them demanding payment from you for your 

mistakes!) Yikes! 

It just doesn’t work. So the father does what any parent would do, or what we 

hope our parents would do – he sees the son he thought was lost, was dead, and 

he reacts with compassion and love. Of course he would be delighted with the 

boy’s return, and of course he would display generosity to him. Isn’t that what we 

want a father, or mother, to do? Isn’t it what we would want our fathers, or our 

mothers, to do? And as to whether or not the younger son was really sincere in 

his apology, the Father doesn’t care. He just wants to celebrate that his son is 

home. 

But when the older son returns from the field, and hears the music, he becomes 

angry . . .because, like us, we expect things to be fair – and because, like us, we 

have long memories, emotional needs, and a voice of our own. 



The older son uses his voice to express his displeasure; because years of 

resentment have piled up and finally have their say -- 

And now dear old Dad hears, and sees the son who is truly lost. And once he 

realizes that, he does what we hope he would do if we were in his shoes, or the 

shoes of the older brother, he pleads with him, assures him he is loved, too – 

wants him to join the celebration, because he desperately desires for his family to 

be whole again. 

But we don’t know if the older son went in to the party. Luke doesn’t wrap-up the 

story with a “happily ever after”. If he did go in, I doubt he went in with a “forgive 

and forget” attitude, because that chip on his shoulder had grown so big over the 

years of pent-up anger. But if he did go in, it would have been a step in the right 

direction. After all, when personal resentment overrides family values, don’t we 

all lose? 

And what about the father? What do we do when our own children are lost? Is 

repeated pleading sufficient? What about the child we love who never seems to 

feel it? Amy Jill-Levine says that the parable shows us that indulgence doesn’t buy 

love, but withholding it can stifle it.  

And what about the younger son? I don’t believe for a second he was truly sorry 

for what he did. But I can’t dismiss him because I feel that way. Dad loves him, 

and I don’t want to upset Dad. But I do think the younger son bears some 

responsibility for the reconciliation he was shown. 

Amy Jill-Levine says if we can move beyond the need for the story to be fair like 

we measure fairness, maybe we can see a simple message. Perhaps, for example, 

we should recognize the one we have lost may be near and dear to us, and we 

should do whatever it takes to find the lost and then celebrate when we do. 

Maybe this will help prevent them from being lost again. 

Better yet, maybe we should stop waiting for an apology from the proverbial 

younger son, because we may never get one. Maybe we shouldn’t wait until we 

can muster the ability to forgive, because we may never find it. And maybe we 

shouldn’t stew in our own sense of being ignored, because there’s nothing we can 

do to recover the past. 



Instead, go have lunch, she says. Go celebrate, and invite others to join you. If 

saying you’re/they’re sorry, and you/they forgive you, great. If not, you’ll have 

done what is necessary to start the process of reconciliation. You will have 

opened up the change for you to be free, and whole, again. In other words, take 

advantage of the resurrection, because it rarely happens twice. 

If there’s someone in your life you need to reconcile with, I invite you to write his 

or her name on a slip of paper and put it in the offering plate. And if the spirit 

moves you, take a few minutes to visit one of the stations.  

Amen. 

 

 

 

 


