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Lent 4—Year C 
Joshua 5:9-12 
Psalm 32 
2 Corinthians 5:16-21 
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 
 
The story of the prodigal son, or, as it is sometimes called, “the story of the father who had two 
sons.” It’s one of the best known, and most beloved, stories in all of scripture. We know it by heart. A 
father has two sons. The younger one is feeling his oats, and wants to go sow some wild ones. He 
comes to his father and asks for an advance on what will one day be his share of the estate. The 
father obliges, divides his property between his two sons, and gives the younger son his share. In no 
time at all, that younger son takes off for a far and distant country; he takes off for a land literally 
between the limits—somewhere between the boundaries and constraints of his father’s home AND the 
land of unlimited freedom—somewhere in that country is where the younger son heads. 
 
He squanders his property in dissolute living, such a grand and formal phrase for he cast everything 
he had to the winds, not caring a bit about how much he was spending where, not caring about saving 
for rent or car insurance or health insurance or taxes or utilities or even food. All that son cared about 
was living big, feeling good, and having the craziest, wild, carefree time of his life.  
 
But money is one of those finite resources, and it does run out, and it did for that son. And the depletion 
of his resources lined up just about exactly with the timing of a severe famine in that land, and he 
began to be in need, like he didn’t have anything.  
 
But this younger son was resourceful, so he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that 
country, and that citizen sent the boy out to his fields to feed the pigs. That’s a pretty low low—
remember, for an Israelite, pigs were by definition unclean animals—but it gets lower. This younger 
son, “he would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave 
him anything.”  
 
When you’re longing for the pig pods to fill your belly, and you can’t even get those, you’ve hit bottom. 
But when you hit bottom, when everything else has stopped working, when everything else falls away, 
when all our strategies and plans are lying to the side in dust heap, well, that’s when we have the 
absolute best shot of finding our way home.  
 
And so the journey began for the younger son. The story continues, “But when he came to himself he 
said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying 
of hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your 
hired hands.”’  
 
So he set off and went to his father. Days and days, the younger son walks. Maybe he’s thinking back 
over his choices, maybe he’s feeling regret, maybe he’s thinking about really turning his life around. Or, 
maybe he’s not; maybe this is all just one more play to get some food in his belly. But it doesn’t really 
matter how pure his intentions are, or whether or not he is properly contrite, or whether he has 
learned from his mistakes—all that matters is that he was headed toward home. 
 
What happens next is just beautiful. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled 
with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. Like the father was moved in 
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his bowels—yes, that’s really what the Greek says—and he ran and embraced him and fell on his 
neck and kissed him, not like just once, but over and over and over he kissed him, like sloppy, 
snotty, heaving crying wet kisses, the kind that totally embarrass your children, especially grown-up 
ones. 
 
 
And all this happens BEFORE the son has said a word of his prepared speech where he proclaims 
how badly he’s missed the mark, and how he’s sinned against heaven and before his Father, and 
how he’s no longer worthy to be called his son, and he can’t get out the rest of his speech! The boy 
never gets to even say, so “treat me like one of your hired hands”—the father cuts him off! 
 
“But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put 
a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and 
celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’” And they 
began to celebrate. All that matters to the father is that his son his home, his son is alive, his son who 
was lost is found. The only response is to rejoice and celebrate. 
 
Great ending to the hero’s journey! But the story has two sons. Ah, the elder son. He’s working out 
in the field when all this transpires. They didn’t even go out and get him. It’s not until he comes in and 
approaches the house that he hears the music and the dancing. For real? They could have at least 
called him in, don’t you think? He has to ask a slave what’s going on, and the slave explains that his 
brother’s come home and his father has killed the fatted calf.  
 
Oh, that elder son began to feel something stirring in his bowels; he could feel heat rising up through 
his heart; he could feel his throat tighten and his face go red and his fists clench. He’s (pause) really 
angry, and he refused to go in to the “Welcome Home” party.  
 
His father got wind that the elder son was steaming, and he went out to the boy and began to plead 
with him. But the elder son was having none of it: ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working 
like a slave for you, and I have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a 
young goat so that I might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who 
has devoured your property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ 
 
The father was filled with compassion for this son, too, and he simply said, ‘Son, you are always 
with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this brother of 
yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’ And like any good storyteller, 
Jesus leaves us hanging—we never know if the elder son chooses
 

 to join the party, or not. 

Okay, we’ve got to pause here and do a little survey.  
 
How many of you have done the younger son thing? Had to take off for that distant country 
somewhere between the limits that you grew up with AND total freedom? How many of you had to 
strike out on your own path just to see what it looked like out there? 
 
And how many of you have done the elder son thing? Remember, Jesus is telling this story to the 
scribes and Pharisees who were complaining incessantly about Jesus hanging out with the tax 
collectors and sinners, and enjoying it no less! How many of you have gone the way of duty and 
obligation and doing the right thing and taking care of your responsibilities, and all the while 
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nursed a good bit of resentment about being so “good,” especially as you noticed all those slackers 
having fun while you were taking care of business? 
 
And how many of you have been that father worrying about your children, trying to understand 
each one on their own right, worrying about the relationship between them? How many of you 
have stood on that front porch for years wondering if your child was okay, looking toward the 
horizon, wondering if they’d ever make their way home? 
 
And how many of you have been all three? 
 
We LOVE this story because we LIVE this story, over and over and over again. It is the story of 
our most intimate relationships—our dreams, our fears, our longings, our sense of worthiness, our 
deepest resentments, our deepest joys. And to get to the RELATIONSHIP, to get to 
COMMUNION, to get to RECONCILIATION, every single person in this story has to RELEASE 
something, has to LET GO of something, has to SURRENDER something. 
 
To let the younger son go off to begin with, the father had to let go of his dreams for his son, his 
dreams of how his two boys might have worked together, the dreams and expectations that he’d 
been spinning out in his own head for years—the father had to let all of these go and trust that this 
was a journey that his son had to make.  
 
And to receive the younger son back as a son, the father had to let go of his hurt, let go of his own 
anger about the sleepless nights and the heartache that comes when you don’t know if your child 
is okay out there in the world; the father had to let go of the desire to punish to ensure that the boy 
had properly learned his lesson, had to let go of all his “I told you so’s” that he so wanted to say, had 
to let go of any notion of love with fine print disclaimers. 
 
The younger son had to let go of his pride. It’s humbling to go home admitting that the path didn’t 
work out quite like you thought it would. And to be received back as a son, that boy had to let go of 
his shame and his sense that he wasn’t worthy to be called a son, but that he was only worthy to be 
a hired hand. The younger son had to surrender the notion that our sonship, our daughtership, our 
status as a child of God is contingent upon our behavior—IT’S NOT, IT’S A GIVEN. THE BOND 
ESTABLISHED IN BAPTISM IS INDISSOLUBLE. YOU ARE A BELOVED SON, A 
BELOVED DAUGHTER, YOU ARE A BELOVED CHILD OF GOD—YOU CAN’T UNDO IT, 
EVER.  
 
What we can squander is our own sense of that inalienable worth, BUT NEVER THE WORTH 
ITSELF. You are worthy of the robe and the ring and the fatted calf, always, but you do have to 
surrender the belief that you aren’t worthy of these things in order to receive them. 
 
And the elder son has to let go of his carefully constructed system of justice, of what’s fair and 
what’s not, of who’s deserving and who is not. The elder son has to let go of living out of duty and 
obligation, instead of joy.  
 
Was it the father’s reluctance to give him a goat, or even a fatted calf, for him and his friends to 
celebrate, OR was it the elder son’s reluctance to make known his desire and ask for such an 
extravagance?  
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Does the elder son also struggle with his worthiness, no less than the younger son? The younger son 
believes he is no longer worthy to be called a son, but should be treated now as a hired hand; the 
elder son has lived as a slave, never believing himself a son to begin with. And the elder son has to 
let go of resentment if he is ever to make his way through the door into the distant country of 
celebration and joy. 
 
Through this parable, Jesus gives hope to the tax collectors and the sinners who’ve been told they 
aren’t worthy to be at the table. But this parable also gives hope to the Pharisees and the scribes 
who are standing outside this big, raucous, fatted-calf, full-on-joy celebration—resentment is a cruel 
bouncer barring entrance to the party—but Jesus does not force us to receive love and grace. 
Anything that forces is coercive and doesn’t respect our freedom to choose; Jesus never coerces, but 
always woo’s. The decision to let go and come on in rests in the Pharisees’ and scribes’ and elder 
son’s hands, and in ours.  
 
Truth be told, we’ve all got to let go of something to get to that COMMUNION with God and with one 
another that our hearts so deeply long for. On this particular day, WHO ARE YOU? The younger 
son, the elder son, the father? The tax collectors and sinners, the scribes and Pharisees? WHO 
ARE YOU, and what do you need to surrender to get on with enjoying your brother or your sister, 
your son or your daughter, your father or your mother? What do you need to surrender to get on 
with enjoying the fatted calf?  
 
We’re all lost, yearning to be found, and God is always running toward us while we are still a long-
ways off. YOU NEVER WERE A HIRED HAND, BUT ALWAYS GOD’S BELOVED. That’s the 
journey home that we all have to make. Amen. 
 
 
The Rev Cynthia K. R. Banks 
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 
March 31, 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gracious Father, whose blessed Son Jesus Christ came down from heaven to be the true bread 
which gives life to the world: Evermore give us this bread, that he may live in us, and we in him; 
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 



 5 

 
Old Testament 
Joshua 5:9-12 
The LORD 

 

said to Joshua, “Today I have rolled away from you the disgrace of Egypt.” And so that 
place is called Gilgal to this day. 

While the Israelites were camped in Gilgal they kept the passover in the evening on the fourteenth 
day of the month in the plains of Jericho. On the day after the passover, on that very day, they ate 
the produce of the land, unleavened cakes and parched grain. The manna ceased on the day they ate 
the produce of the land, and the Israelites no longer had manna; they ate the crops of the land of 
Canaan that year. 
 
The Response 
Psalm 32 
Beati quorum 

1 H

2 Happy are they to whom the

appy are they whose transgressions are forgiven, * 
and whose sin is put away! 

 Lord 

3 While I held my tongue, my bones withered away, * 
because of my groaning all day long. 

imputes no guilt, * 
and in whose spirit there is no guile! 

4 For your hand was heavy upon me day and night; * 
my moisture was dried up as in the heat of summer. 

5 Then I acknowledged my sin to you, * 
and did not conceal my guilt. 

6 I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord

7 Therefore all the faithful will make their prayers to you in time of trouble; * 
when the great waters overflow, they shall not reach them. 

.” * 
Then you forgave me the guilt of my sin. 

8 You are my hiding-place; 
you preserve me from trouble; * 
you surround me with shouts of deliverance. 

9 “I will instruct you and teach you in the way that you should go; * 
I will guide you with my eye. 

10 Do not be like horse or mule, which have no understanding; * 
who must be fitted with bit and bridle, 
or else they will not stay near you.” 

11 Great are the tribulations of the wicked; * 
but mercy embraces those who trust in the Lord

12 Be glad, you righteous, and rejoice in the
. 

 Lord; * 
shout for joy, all who are true of heart.

 
  

The Epistle 
2 Corinthians 5:16-21 
From now on, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew Christ 
from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way. If anyone is in Christ, there is a 
new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new! All this is from 
God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation; 
that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against 
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them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since 
God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For 
our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness 
of God. 
 
The Gospel 
Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 
A

 

ll the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the Pharisees and the 
scribes were grumbling and saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

So Jesus told them this parable: 
 
“There was a man who had two sons. The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the 
share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. A few days 
later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered 
his property in dissolute living. When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place 
throughout that country, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out to one of the 
citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly have filled 
himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. But when he came 
to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here 
I am dying of hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like 
one of your hired hands.”’ So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his 
father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 
Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer 
worthy to be called your son.’ But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best 
one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the fatted calf and 
kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and 
is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 
 
“Now his elder son was in the field; and when he came and approached the house, he heard music 
and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He replied, ‘Your brother 
has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.’ 
Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. But 
he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I 
have never disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I 
might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your 
property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!’ Then the father said to him, ‘Son, you 
are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because this 
brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.’” 
 
 

I. Grumbling: to murmur 
A. either of a whole crowd, or among one another 

B. always used of many indignantly complaining 
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Country: the space lying between two places or limits 
 

I. Compassion: to be moved as to one's bowels, hence to be moved with compassion, have 
compassion (for the bowels were thought to be the seat of love and pity) 
 

I. Kiss: to kiss much, kiss again and again, kiss tenderly 
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