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 A Father’s Unconditional Love
(display metaphor slide) 
Whenever we read or hear this text, for some reason our focus is drawn to the youngest son who was prodigal, illustrated by the fact that the parable is named after him.  
But what does the word, prodigal, mean?  After all, it’s not a word we commonly use in conversation.  In fact, I’d be willing to bet that few of us ever use the word other than in reference to this particular parable.  

So just for fun, let’s conduct an experiment.  I want you to write on your bulletin what you believe the word “prodigal” means.  Go ahead, do it now.  (Pause while the congregation does it). 

Now, how many of you wrote something like, wayward, disobedient, arrogant, or rebellious.   If you did, sorry, you missed the mark.  The word “prodigal” doesn’t suggest any of these behaviors, despite their being apparent in the youngest son.   

The word prodigal means, “lavishly wasteful.”  It suggests a total disregard for the value of money.  To be prodigal means lacking the ability to manage money, using it in a frivolous, reckless and carefree manner.  It’s obvious from the story that’s how the youngest son squandered away his inheritance – by being lavishly wasteful. 
With that said let’s take a closer look at the parable.  As you’re aware, there are three characters: a father and two sons.  The first part of the parable is about the youngest son who demands his share of the father’s inheritance.  Receiving it, he decides to cash it all in and leave home for another country.  It doesn’t bother him that he breaks his father’s heart doing so.  All that matters to him is getting what was coming to him.   
Before long he wastes his inheritance in reckless living.  With no funds remaining, the young man is forced to turn to manual labor, something that was foreign to him having been raised by a wealthy father.  Desperate, he accepts a job tending pigs.  
Now for us this particular job doesn’t suggest anything more than it being a filthy job.  However, a pig is considered an unclean animal to Jews, and not only in terms of physical filth.  It had to do with religious and social customs.  Any contact with pigs would exclude you from proper Jewish circles.  Tending pigs was viewed much like we view drug addicts today.  There was a social stigma associated with anyone having anything to do with pigs and other animals that were considered ritually unclean.

By saying that the youngest son was tending pigs, Jesus made the point this young man had hit bottom.  There was no place to go but up.  
It’s in this state we’re told the young man came to his senses.  Realizing that he had squandered all his inheritance and turned his back on his family, it suddenly hit him he had burned all his bridges.  There was no one who cared about him.  No one willing to help him.  He was alone and destitute. 

As he thought about how irresponsible and callous he’d been, he realized that his father’s servants were better off than he was.  At least they had a roof over their heads, a bed in which to sleep, and food to eat.  

So he decides to swallow what little pride he had left and return home to ask his father to hire him as a common worker.  After all, he had disrespected his father and turned his back on him.  He had no reason to expect anything more.
(Display the image of the father running to embrace his son)

Upon returning home, the father sees the youngest son approaching at a distance.  Now it’s important to note that the father doesn’t wait for his son to come to him.  Instead, the father runs toward his son.  Note also the father doesn’t lecture his son, chastising him for squandering half of what the father owned.  Instead, the father embraces and kisses his son.  The father is just thrilled to have his son home alive and well.

True to himself, the son pushes away from their embrace.  He tells his father he has sinned against God and his father, and that he is no longer fit to be called a son.  But before the son finishes his rehearsed speech, the father begins to give commands to his servants.  He tells them to put place a robe on his son, sandals on his feet, and a ring on his hand.

(Display the image of the prodigal kneeling before his father)

Now to us these particular actions have little significance.  But to those living in ancient times, they meant a great deal. Let me explain.  The mention of a robe implied a garment with long sleeves which only people of wealth wore.  Common laborers wore garments with no sleeves.  By placing a robe on the youngest son, the father was visibly declaring that his youngest had been restored to a man of wealth, a man of leisure.

Secondly, living in a culture where everyone wears some kind of footwear, placing sandals on his son’s feet means nothing to us.  But in the ancient world only free men and women wore coverings on their feet.  You could identify a slave simply by looking at a person’s feet.  If he or she was barefooted, chances were they were a slave.  By placing sandals on the youngest son’s feet, the father was visibly declaring that his son was a free man.
Lastly, wearing jewelry in our culture means little.  Everyone wears some kind of jewelry.  But not so in the world in which Jesus lived.  The ring suggested in the parable was known as a signet ring.  Signet rings were custom made, and served much as a person’s signature today.  By placing a ring on his son’s hand, the father was declaring that his youngest had been restored to his former position of power and authority.  

With these actions complete, the father called for a festival to begin, celebrating his son’s return.  He even ordered that the prize calf be slaughtered in his son’s honor.  And so the feast began.

Now for most of us, that’s pretty much all we ever hear about this story.  We seldom get beyond the father forgiving the youngest son for his prodigal ways.  But that’s only half the story.  There’s another part of the story which includes the older brother.  

But before drawing out attention to that part of the story, let me remind you about the context in which Jesus was telling this parable.  

(Display slide showing the first 3 verses of this morning’s text)

You’ll recall from the first three verses of our text that sinners and outcasts were coming to hear Jesus teach.  The youngest son represents these persons.  But standing at a distance were Pharisees and Scribes watching all this, criticizing Jesus for the company He was keeping.  It’s to them that Jesus directs this parable.  The parable was not intended for the sinners and outcasts, but for the religious leaders.  

(Display the metaphor slide)

Now, let’s return to the story and the older brother.  
With the festivity in full swing, the eldest son arrives home from the field where he was supervising workers.  He hears the music and commotion and is bewildered.  So he asks a servant what’s going on.  When he learns what’s happened and the reason for the festivity he becomes enraged.  At this point most of us can identify with him.  Jesus assumed the religious leaders would do the same.
Outraged by what was going on, the eldest son refuses to enter the festivity.  He makes such a fuss that his father finally comes out to coax him to come in.  But the eldest is adamant; he refuses to go in.  In fact, he flies into a tirade, displaying disrespect for his father by screaming at him.  

He yells that his father has been unfair in welcoming the youngest home.  He rants that he was always a model son, doing what his father wanted, never disrespecting or disobeying him.  Yet his father never honored him with a feast.  

Again we find ourselves identifying with the eldest son.  We support his argument.  Jesus assumed the religious leaders would do the same.   

(display slide of scripture)

Now I want you to note two important items.  First, how the eldest son refers to the youngest.  He purposely doesn’t refer to the youngest as his brother, but rather as “this son of yours…”  The eldest son intentionally disowns his younger brother, even as the younger brother had disowned his father and elder brother when he left home.  The older brother wants nothing to do with his sibling.  As far as he’s concerned, the younger brother is dead and gone.  
Secondly, remember what I said earlier about the robe, sandals and ring.  Each of those had significance.  By adorning his son with these items the father had welcomed the youngest home as a son – not a hired servant.  
Now here’s the catch.  As a restored son, the youngest became eligible to claim half of what remained of the father’s wealth.  In other words, the youngest now had legal claim to half of what rightfully belonged to the eldest son. 

Do you see why the eldest son was so outraged?  Is it any wonder most of us identify with and support the eldest son’s argument?  It’s exactly what Pastor Mira preached about in her sermon last week entitled, “It’s not fair!”  And it’s not.
(Display metaphor slide)

And that, my friends, is the point of this parable.  Jesus wanted the Pharisees to understand that God’s love trumps justice.  It’s not about being fair, as important as that is.  It’s about unconditional love.  
If I were to ask you what’s the opposite of justice, most of your would respond, “injustice.”  And of course you’d be correct.  But you could also say, “mercy and grace,” and you’d also be correct.  

The fact is, neither mercy nor grace – by their very nature - is just.  When applied to someone undeserving, it immediately creates a situation of injustice, demonstrated by the prodigal being welcomed home as a son.  
Think about it.  Only those who are undeserving qualify for mercy and grace.  We don’t show mercy to those who are just and righteous.  And because only the undeserving qualify for grace, when extended to someone our first impulse is to cry like the older brother:  “Foul!”  It’s not fair!”  And you’d be right.  It’s not fair.  

It’s not fair that the prodigal was welcomed home as a son rather than a hired worker.  It’s not fair that the prodigal should have legal claim to what rightfully belonged to his older brother.  It’s clearly not fair.
And that, my friends, is the point Jesus was making by telling this parable to the Pharisees.  God’s mercy and grace is not about being fair or just.  In fact, it flies in the face of everything we know to be just.
The point of the parable is to teach us that God’s loving grace trumps justice.  While God’s justice is not to be ignored or perceived as trivial, God’s loving grace always trumps justice.  That’s illustrated by the father forgiving the prodigal.  It’s was also demonstrated in Pastor Mira’s sermon last week when the vineyard manager was liberal with the wages he gave to those who worked the least.
The good news about God’s love is that it’s unconditional.  That is, it’s not something that can be earned.  God doesn’t love us according to how morally good or bad we are.  God simply loves us - period.  God loves us for who we are, not how we live.  That, you see, is the meaning of unconditional love.  Its love that is unreserved, unqualified and absolute.
The down side of God’s unconditional love is that it flies in the face of everything we believe to be just and fair.  And for some, that’s hard to swallow.  Like the Pharisees standing at a distance watching Jesus interact with sinners.  Like the eldest son who was unwilling to welcome home his younger brother.  And – if we’re honest – like us, because like them, we normally want what is fair and just.
You see, the prodigal son didn’t have an older brother who loved and cared about him.  What he had was a Pharisee for a brother, and as a Pharisee the older brother was unwilling to forgive his sibling.  He was more concerned about justice, even at the expense of losing his brother.  Thank God the prodigal had a father who loved him unconditionally, thrilled that is youngest returned home alive and well. 
And that my friends is how God loves you and me.  He loves us unconditionally.  Thanks be to God for His unconditional love.    AMEN
Amen.

