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Introduction
This is perhaps the most well-known, well-loved, and, 
some would offer, most “sophisticated” of all of Jesus’ 
parables. It is, however, poorly named as the parable of 
the Prodigal Son. There are, after all, two sons, and the 
father is actually the more central fi gure in the story. In 
recognition of this, it’s been called the parable of the 
Two Sons; the parable of the Prodigal Son, the Waiting 
Father, and the Elder Brother; and the parable of the 
Loving Father. Verses 1–3 of chapter 15 offer an impor-
tant introduction to the three parables of things lost that 
follow: a sheep, a coin, and a son.

The previous chapter of Luke’s Gospel raises an issue 
sharply divisive in Jesus’ time and place, that of table 
fellowship—who eats with whom. The specifi c issue at 
hand is the people with whom Jesus is quite willing to 
sit at table. The opening three verses of chapter 15 fi nd 
the “Pharisees and the scribes” grumbling about Jesus’ 
practice of welcoming these “tax collectors and sinners” 
at his table. The former pair, “Pharisees and the scribes,” 
represents those who maintained ritual and religious-
legal purity; the latter pair, “tax collectors and sinners,” 
stands for those who did not. All three of the “lost and 
found” parables that follow are addressed to the criti-
cism of the Pharisees and scribes specifi cally and more 
generally to the unwillingness of ostensibly righteous 
people to welcome those whom they believe to have 
placed themselves outside the reach of God’s grace.

The image of life and death recurs in this parable. The 
younger son will be declared dead and alive again sev-
eral times. Death is implicit when the younger son asks 

for his share of the estate, 
as he is effectively treating 
his father as though he were 
already dead. The New 
Revised Standard Version of 
the Bible translates the Greek 
term for what the son does 
in the “distant [and surely 
Gentile] country” to which 
he fl ed with his inheritance 
as “dissolute living.” This 
Greek noun is used in three other places in the New Tes-
tament where it implies drunkenness, rebelliousness, and 
typical (Gentile) debauchery. This lifestyle, plus a famine, 
led the boy to an entry-level position in a pig farm. To 
Jesus’ listeners and Luke’s readers, it would have been 
clear that the boy had essentially become a slave who 
had forsaken his Jewish identity. The pods he fed the pigs 
and would have gladly eaten himself are from the carob 
plant, not tasty, and eaten only by the poor.

The parable is characterized not only by an excep-
tional amount of dialogue but also by the son’s remark-
able interior monologue. The boy’s decision to return 
home seems to have a calculated and self-serving edge. 
“‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread 
enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger!’” 
Indeed, his planned words of confession to his father 
sound much more earnest and contrite than his actual 
thoughts. Interestingly, when the moment comes, he 
never has a chance to get the words out of his mouth.

Luke’s note that the boy “was still far off” when the 
father ran to him falls emblematically on my ears. It 
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was considered unbecoming in that time and place for 
a person of dignity to run. Note that in the earlier two 
parables, those of the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin, 
Jesus presents us with an active, indeed aggressive, 
searcher. This father is not just waiting; he is appar-
ently searching the horizon, and at the fi rst hint of his 
lost son’s return, he becomes proactive in unbecoming 
extreme.

Judaism, even Pharisaical Judaism, made plenty of room 
for those who confessed their sins to be forgiven and 
welcomed home. But the act of running, the embrace 
before confession is ever offered, the ring, the robe, and 
the fatted calf seem overly indulgent. Some days of fi lial 
contrition and silent fatherly head shaking would have 
been appropriate! Some sackcloth and ashes would 
have been nice! It’s not so much the father’s grace; it’s 
the extravagance and eagerness of his grace that scan-
dalizes. The sharp point is God’s restless, tireless, limit-
less love for all, all, all of God’s children, even, perhaps 
especially, loose-living younger sons, tax collectors, sin-
ners, Gentiles, whomever, whomever, whomever. 

The Elder Brother
The second portion of the parable moves the story from 
gospel to rebuke. The Pharisees and the scribes could 
hardly have missed the allegory as it rises even closer to 
the surface. They may or may not have seen the reviled 
tax collectors and sinners mirrored in the prodigal, but 
they would have been thick indeed to miss themselves 
refl ected in the older brother. The parable form as Jesus 
uses it does not exclude specifi c allegorical implica-
tions; in fact the two genres, parable and allegory, often 
overlap. It’s doubtful that Jesus or Luke would have 
even distinguished between them in the way we do. 

The older son is drawn with wondrous subtlety. Wit-
ness his self-justifying defense: He’s been “working like 
a slave” and has “never disobeyed your command.” 
(Pharisees attend!) He begrudges his father a “young 
goat,” poorer meat than his brother’s “fatted calf.” But 
whatever the fare, he would have celebrated not with 
his father anyway, rather, only “with my friends.” And 
it’s not his brother who returns, but “this son of yours.” 
To cap off his righteous rage, he does not imagine vague 
loose living in that far country but pictures his little 
brother with prostitutes, even though they have never 
been mentioned before. The irony, of course, is that 
this son who never left home is as lost as his wander-

ing brother ever was. Fewer biblical images are more 
evocative than this dutiful young man standing outside 
the feast, the music and the aroma of roast veal rising 
in the night air, his arms, strong from long hours in his 
father’s fi elds, resolutely crossed before his chest.

All three of these lost-and-found parables end with 
joy—joy at the fi nding, joy in reconciliation, joy in the 
feast that follows. But for all the joy, in this last parable 
there is plenty of trip-the-foot gospel scandal. There is 
the scandal I noted above, that of a grace too excessive to 
make sense, the scandal of a God who is beyond “fair.” 
And, second, don’t the Pharisees have a point about 
the effects of keeping bad company? To quote many a 
parent lecturing children about dubious friends, don’t 
“birds of a feather fl ock together”? 

Where you and I locate ourselves in this parable is of 
particular importance. Many a parent might indeed 
identify with the waiting and gracious father. More 
often, however, readers identify with the prodigal 
son. Even the most clean shaven and well scrubbed of 
us have had our far countries, and we all want to be 
reminded of how indiscriminately loved we are. The 
danger is in trivializing the prodigal into an adventur-
ous kid who needs to try his wings and gets himself 
in a spot of trouble. But the boy’s offense was, in fact, 
absolutely reprehensible, and the grace he was offered 
was absolutely scandalous in its excess. 

The Parable of the Faithful Son
The truth is that many of us are more like the older 
brother than we like to admit. We have kept our noses 
clean (most of the time). The countries we may have 
wandered into are not so far (and we never stayed long). 
If we are honest with ourselves, we have to confess that 
we do think the older brother has a point. After all, he 
really had been “working like a slave” and he had not 
“disobeyed your command.” 

So the following rewriting of the parable is dedicated to 
all the hard-working and dependable older brothers in 
history. I call it the parable of the Faithful Son.

There was a man who had two sons, and the 
younger of them said to his father, “Father, give me 
the share of the property that falls to me.” (In ask-
ing for his inheritance before the proper time, this 
son was as good as wishing his father dead.) But the 
father divided his living between them anyway. Not 
many days later, the younger son gathered all he 
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had and took his journey into a far country, and there 
he squandered his property in shameful loose living 
(probably including prostitutes). And when he had 
spent every last penny, a great famine arose in that 
country, and he began to be in want. So he went and 
joined himself to one of the citizens of that country, 
who sent him into his fi elds to feed swine. He would 
have gladly fed on the pods that the swine ate, and 
no one gave him anything.

But when he had no options left, he “came to him-
self” and thought, “How many of my father’s hired 
servants have bread enough to spare, but I perish here 
with hunger!” In his accustomed self-absorbed man-
ner, he said to himself, “I will arise and go to my father, 
and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you; I am not worthy to be called 
your son; treat me as one of your hired servants.’” He 
thought to himself, “It can’t be worse than this. It is 
worth the risk, and if I know my father . . .”

While he was yet at a distance, his father saw him 
through the window of the house. But he remained 
seated at his writing table until his son was brought 
into him. Remaining seated, he greeted his son with 
grim countenance, crossing his arms before his breast. 
And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned 
against heaven and before you; I am no longer wor-
thy to be called your son.” And the father said to his 
servants, “Quickly take him into the fi elds, and there 
he shall toil side by side with his faithful brother for 
forty days (at least) until he proves himself worthy to 
be a son of mine.”

And after forty days, the elder brother came and drew 
near to the house, and his father ran and embraced 
him and kissed him. The elder brother said to his 
father, “This younger son of yours has grown some-
what in spirit during these forty days of hard labor in 
the fi elds.” And his father said to his older son, “Son, 
if you think your younger brother is truly repentant, 
I would desire to put the best robes on you both, and 
shoes on your feet, and rings on your hands. My son, 
let us bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us all 
make merry, for you have been so faithful, and your 
younger brother who was dead is alive and who was 
lost is found.” And the older son said, “Let me pon-
der the matter of such a banquet, father. Perhaps after 
another forty days it would be fi tting to kill the fatted 
calf for us.”

The original version of this parable, the one Jesus told, 
was told for the blessed discomfort of us elder brothers 
and older sisters. It was told for the blessed discomfort of 
all who have been faithful, seldom wandered, and squan-
dered little. But discomforting as it may be, this parable 

is spoken to us out of a 
great love, a love that 
would save us from the 
temptations that accom-
pany our very virtues, 
temptations like pride, 
anger, and aloofness. 
But of all the pitfalls 
of rectitude, the most 
dangerous is our desire 
that our father should 
love us because we deserve to be loved, our hope that he 
would love us because we were loyal and worked hard 
and did the right thing from the beginning. 

But there is comfort that lies past the discomfort of the 
story. It is the strange gospel truth that we are loved, 
not because we deserve it (thank God) but because love 
is who God is. It’s not fair; it’s better than fair. “Son, 
daughter, you are always with me, and all that is mine is 
yours.” Inside the house the party is raging—loud music 
and crazy dancing. He’s throwing the party whether we 
older brothers think it’s time or not. Beyond the door 
we can see that the table is piled high with the savory 
food of God’s bountiful mercy and the sweet wine of 
divine grace. And everybody is invited to come on in 
right now, no forty days of work in the fi elds, nothing 
to prove. All who would come in are invited to the ban-
quet: the wanderers and the faithful, the scoundrels and 
the saints, the reckless and the cautious. And at the head 
of the table our host is piling the plates high, dishing 
up the love we need rather than the love we deserve. 
Through the open door he catches our eye, holds out a 
plate piled high, and smiles in invitation.

A Modern Prodigal Son 
A few years ago New York magazine asked readers to 
send in their “True Tales of New York” to be published 
in the magazine. Gloria Gonzalez sent in this story of 
“the best party I ever went to.”1 She notes that in New 
York’s Spanish Harlem, you grow up fast, what with 
FBI agents looking for former tenants and bill collectors 
masquerading as relatives.

Gonzalez assures us that there were also wonderful 
times growing up in her neighborhood and tells the 
story of the day the entire neighborhood gathered with 
the family of a young man named Jose to welcome him 
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home from three years of service in the United States 
Marine Corps. 

The day of the party, relatives arrived from the Bronx 
and from as far away as San Juan. Papo, Jose’s cousin, 
and I were posted on the stoop as lookouts. A taxi 
arrived and deposited its passenger. . . . Papo and I 
paid scant attention to the tall brunette in the off-the-
shoulder blouse and billowing skirt.

It wasn’t till she screamed out names and swept us 
off the ground in a crushing hug that we realized the 
perfumed woman was Jose!

In a daze we lugged her suitcases up two fl ights, our 
eyes fi xed on Jose’s ankles, strapped in stiletto heels, 
as he took the stairs two at a time while urging us to 
hurry.

With the music of Tito Puente in the background, Jose 
threw open the door and announced, “I am home.”

The needle was pulled on Tito Puente.

“Me, Jose, the person has not changed. Only the out-
side. You are my family and I love every one of you. 
If you want me to go I will go and not be angry. But 
if you fi nd it in your heart to love Josefi na, I would 
love to stay.”

No one spoke. Everyone stared. . . . I stood in the 
open doorway, still holding the suitcase, not daring 
to enter.

After what seemed hours—but could only have been 
moments—his mother stumbled forward and said to 
her son, “Are you hungry?” 

I was eleven. It was the best party I ever went to.

I still don’t know whether I like that story. It’s discom-
forting, which is exactly why it needs to be heard. The 
sharp fact is that the folks who heard Jesus’ parable of 
the Father Who Had Two Sons did not fi nd it a very lik-
able tale either. In fact, it was probably as discomforting 
in their ears as “Josefi na Comes Home from the Marines” 
is in ours.

About the Writer
Michael A. Lindvall is pastor of the Brick Presbyterian Church in 
New York City.

Endnote
1. Gloria Gonzalez, “Plus Ca Change” from “True Tales of New 
York,” New York, September 1, 1980, 24.
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