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Allen Pruitt

So it came to pass
that all the sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus.

And the preachers
and the people of the homeowners association,

they weren’t having it.

Jesus heard that they were upset
about him welcoming sinners
and sitting down to eat with them.

And so he told those good people a story.

We know the story.
“There was a man who had two sons.”

The younger of them
is impatient to receive his share of the inheritance.

So his father “divided the property between them.”

Let’s be clear about this.
The father did not cut a check.
He did not go to the bank and make a withdrawal.
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To those who heard Jesus telling this story,
the only wealth they would have understood was land.

Whatever the estate held by this family,
by agreeing to his son’s request,

the father has agreed to sell off half of his land,
and give the proceeds to this impertinent boy.

Suddenly the boy’s request is even more shocking;
something that the father should have not only laughed off,

but would perhaps
have even been grounds for disowning the boy.

“Cut our estate in half,
and give me what is mine.”

That sounds a whole lot worse than,
“Father,

give me the share of the property that will belong to me.”

But wait,
what is the boy going to do with this money?
Maybe he has been chafing

under the restrictions of his backward thinking father.
Perhaps he has a new invention

he’s been waiting to put into production,
something that will revolutionize their business
and bring in wealth beyond their current imagining.

As it happens,
he spends it all on liquor and loose women.
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We call this story “the prodigal son”,
but at this point we could just as easily call it the “prodigal father.” 

Prodigal just means wasteful.
The son is wasteful of his inheritance;
the father is wasteful of his property.

Without so much as a fight,
he sells off half of what he’s got

and gives it to this boy
who has done nothing to deserve it.

The son is prodigal,
he is wasteful of what has been given to him.

Fred Craddock tells it this way:
“Where’s he been?

You idiot, you don’t know where he’s been?
He’s been eating with the hogs, 

living with the hogs,
acting like a hog.

Took every penny of his inheritance
and blew it on wine, women and song.

Paid out hundreds of dollars
to women who sell their favors,

lost his clothes,
lost his job,
can’t find a job except slopping some pigs.
And now, once in a while,

you can see him over there eating with the pigs.
He has abandoned his religion;
he has trampled on everything his parents taught him.
He has been in the far country.

Uhgkghk! Then why is he coming home?

Because he’s hungry.
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And that is the truth.
That’s all the story says,

“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!’”

Who know’s if he’s really sorry;
all he says is that he is hungry!

He’s got it all planned out though.
He knows just what he will say,

“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.”

And for once,
the boy gets it right.

He is not worthy to be a son,
not to any father,
much less a father as soft hearted

as the one he left behind.

But maybe he’ll have a shot,
maybe he can go back to the place he used to call home.

He’ll be sharing a bunk room with the rest of the farm hands,
nothing like his old room in the big house,

but at least he’ll have an honest meal
at the end of a hard day’s work.
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The boy isn’t prodigal any more.
He is practical;
he isn’t wasting anything.

He might be remorseful,
he might not be.

He might be as scheming as always,
playing on the sympathy of an old man.

But the father is prodigal still.
He is as wasteful as ever.

There at the new property line,
looking over at what used to be his,

the father notices somebody coming.

He drops everything
and runs up the road,

just on the off chance
that it is
who he hopes it is.

The boy.
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Hugging
and kissing
and tears of joy.

It could be
that the father doesn’t even hear

what the boy has to say:
his well rehearsed lines

about the sins he has committed
and his new place as a slave in the house.

I don’t think the father heard him,
and it wouldn’t have mattered, even so.

The father just looks over to his slaves,
“Fast as you can,
bring out a robe—the best one—

and put it on him;
bring his ring and some good shoes.

And then we are going to have a party,
the fatted calf and all the rest;

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.
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Who loves you like that?
Who do you love like that?

Wastefully,
with a prodigal love.

All the love we get
is supposed to remind us of the love of God.

God is where all that love comes from.

Love gets distorted,
gets fractured and broken by us,

but love comes from God,
clear and unbroken,
strong and durable.

That’s the way this father loves in the story.
Nobody else much understands him.

The servants obey
and kill the fatted calf,

but I doubt they understand why.

Neither of this man’s sons can understand the way he loves.
The wasteful son is shocked

that his father would welcome him home
after squandering the inheritance offered up to him.

The faithful son is too angry for words
at the notion that this ner’do’well

would be offered any kind of welcome,
much less the party of a lifetime.
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But that is the way God loves us.
God’s love is generous

and searching
and too big for words or limits of any kind:

welcome is only the beginning;
there is rejoicing

and corks go flying
and glasses are filled.

Faith is rewarded,
but reconciliation is cause for celebration!

Who loves you like that?
Who are you going to love like that?
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And when you can’t love like that.
When you want to build a wall around the kingdom

and you find yourself reminding Jesus
how good you’ve been
and how…unseemly

some other folks have been,

maybe you’ll remember.
“There was a man who had two sons.”

And when you can’t love like that.
When you get greedy
and run off with what isn’t really yours to start with,

and you start thinking,
“I’m not sure I could ever show my face in church again,

maybe you’ll remember.
“There was a man who had two sons.”


