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 Before I began to discern a call to ordained ministry and before I went to seminary, I studied and 
 interpreted art and decorative arts for the public. I was trained to observe closely and to learn 
 how to ask the right questions of an object. It turns out that this was great training for reading 
 and interpreting parables. The parables in the Bible are all about subversion and misdirection. 
 The characters who seem to be at the center of the parable are not often the characters to 
 whom we should really be paying attention. To interpret the parables we must excavate the 
 layers of meaning, look in places we would not otherwise, and ask the right questions. Scholar 
 John Dominic Crossan writes that a parable is “a story that never happened, but always does.” 
 In other words, a parable doesn’t refer to one specific event or time, but resonates across time 
 and space. The meaning of a parable shifts depending on where we locate ourselves in the 
 story. It is our task this morning to resist over-allegorizing, to pause before we assign roles and 
 tidy up the story too much. 

 As the writer of Luke tells it, Jesus teaches this parable in a series of stories about lost things. 
 This parable is the last, following the lost sheep and the lost coin. One question we should have 
 on our minds as we read this parable is “What or who is lost?” The follow-up question to that 
 one is “What does this have to do with us, here and now?” 

 Most often, the focus of this parable is the younger son. He is the one labeled “prodigal,” as he 
 wastefully and recklessly spends his inheritance far from home. The younger son’s actions set 
 off the action of the narrative, so it makes sense on the surface for the younger son to be at the 
 center. Remember, though, about parables and misdirection. I want us to focus on the elder 
 brother. We don’t hear about the elder son until the younger has demanded his inheritance, left 
 home, found himself in trouble, and returned home to an overjoyed father who has started a 
 party. If we aren’t careful, we might call this parable over with our lesson learned long before we 
 should. 

 While all of the action of the parable has happened, the elder brother was out working in the 
 fields. The text says that he angrily refuses to join the party. We can imagine that he feels 
 resentful of his younger brother for getting a party thrown for him after acting so disrespectfully. 
 He probably feels hurt that his father has never celebrated him like he is now celebrating. His 
 father comes out to try to encourage him to come inside to the party. The father says to his elder 
 son: “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.” One potential answer to our question from earlier is that the younger son is what was 
 lost. His father says it right here. 
 When we shift our focus, we start to see that the elder brother is also lost without ever having 
 left home. The elder son is prodigal in his own way: he wastes an opportunity to celebrate and 



 recognize the ways that he too is gifted with his father’s mercy and abundance. The elder 
 brother is understandably suspicious about his brother, but he does not know anything that his 
 father doesn’t already know. The father knows that the younger son disrespected him and acted 
 like a con man, selfishly taking family income and wasting it. In the father’s enthusiastic 
 embrace of the younger son coming home, we do not actually get assurance that the younger 
 son returns repentant and ready to change his ways. He comes home intending to ask that he 
 be treated as a servant, which, he reasons, was a lot better than where he had ended up on his 
 own. It’s possible that the younger son will fail again and waste even more: both the father and 
 elder son are aware of that and their reactions could not be more different. 

 This parable’s many layers of meaning have inspired artists over the centuries, including the 
 seventeenth-century Dutch master painter Rembrandt. His painted version of the parable is 
 printed below. Take a look at it. Dutch painters in this time, including Rembrandt, were known for 
 their skilled and dramatic use of shadow and light. In this painting, the shadow and light 
 becomes like its own subject in the painting, almost like the narrator in a parable. 

 Look at where the light leads us to focus. We see the father on the left, his face and upper body 
 illuminated and the red of his cloak almost glowing. The younger son, dressed in rags that 
 particularly stand out against the father’s rich clothes, has his back to us. The younger son is 
 kneeling in front of his father, usually a sign of respect and even contrition. The fact that he has 
 his back to us, however, and the way his face is in shadow might lead us to question or doubt 
 his intentions. The light in this image comes from the left, and the younger son’s face is turned 
 to the right, away from the source of that light. Remember that we don’t find out in the parable 
 whether the younger son does actually change his prodigal ways. 

 The elder son is often identified as the figure on the right in the image. Notice that he wears a 
 red cloak similar to his father’s. When some interpret this painting, they see the elder brother 
 looking scornfully toward his younger brother. When I look at it, the elder brother’s expression 
 seems more ambiguous. I see concern and suspicion more than scorn. There is light showing 
 us the elder brother’s face and also his hands, which he appears to hold in a wringing motion. 
 The highlighting of the elder brother’s face and hands invites us to wonder about what he is 
 feeling and thinking, but gives no clear answers. Remember that we also don’t find out in the 
 parable whether the elder son changes his own prodigal ways. Each of the brothers are lost in 
 their own way. 

 Both the parable and the painting are reflections on duality: elder brother and younger brother, 
 leaving home and staying, shadows and light, lost and found. Within this duality there are also 
 two sides of the repentance coin: God offers us mercy, we respond by returning, we find even 
 more mercy, then we return again, and on and on. 

 What does this mean for us? A central point in interpreting our parable that is too often lost is 
 this: the father crosses the threshold twice! The father, prodigal and extravagant in mercy, 
 knows that he has two sons who are lost. Our Lenten season begins and ends with God’s 
 abundant mercy and grace. Repentance is a tool for bringing us more life as we come closer to 



 God, and bringing more of God’s reign out here now, on earth. 

 The gift of this parable is that we are able to see ourselves in each of the two siblings, at 
 different points in our lives. Rather than stock characters in a morality play, they are human 
 beings with needs, loves, and faults. When we are prodigal in offering love to ourselves and to 
 others, the prodigal, extravagant mercy of God is always there. However many times we need 
 mercy, grace, and forgiveness, God will cross the threshold to us. Thanks be to God, amen. 
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