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15 All the tax collectors and sinners were gathering around Jesus to listen to him. 2 The 
Pharisees and legal experts were grumbling, saying, “This man welcomes sinners and 
eats with them.” 
3 Jesus told them this parable: 4 “Suppose someone among you had one hundred sheep 
and lost one of them. Wouldn’t he leave the other ninety-nine in the pasture and search 
for the lost one until he finds it? 5 And when he finds it, he is thrilled and places it on his 
shoulders. 6 When he arrives home, he calls together his friends and neighbors, saying 
to them, ‘Celebrate with me because I’ve found my lost sheep.’ 7 In the same way, I tell 
you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who changes both heart and life 
than over ninety-nine righteous people who have no need to change their hearts and 
lives. 
8 “Or what woman, if she owns ten silver coins and loses one of them, won’t light a lamp 
and sweep the house, searching her home carefully until she finds it? 9 When she finds 
it, she calls together her friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Celebrate with me because I’ve 
found my lost coin.’ 10  In the same way, I tell you, joy breaks out in the presence of 
God’s angels over one sinner who changes both heart and life.” 
11 Jesus said, “A certain man had two sons. 12 The younger son said to his father, 
‘Father, give me my share of the inheritance.’ Then the father divided his estate between 
them. 13 Soon afterward, the younger son gathered everything together and took a trip 
to a land far away. There, he wasted his wealth through extravagant living. 
14 “When he had used up his resources, a severe food shortage arose in that country and 
he began to be in need. 15 He hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, 
who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. 16 He longed to eat his fill from what the pigs 
ate, but no one gave him anything. 17 When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many 
of my father’s hired hands have more than enough food, but I’m starving to death! 18 I 
will get up and go to my father, and say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and against you. 19 I no longer deserve to be called your son. Take me on as one of your 
hired hands.” ’ 20 So he got up and went to his father. 
“While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was moved with compassion. 
His father ran to him, hugged him, and kissed him. 21 Then his son said, ‘Father, I have 
sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called your son.’ 22 But 
the father said to his servants, ‘Quickly, bring out the best robe and put it on him! Put a 
ring on his finger and sandals on his feet! 23 Fetch the fattened calf and slaughter it. We 
must celebrate with feasting 24 because this son of mine was dead and has come back to 
life! He was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 
25 “Now his older son was in the field. Coming in from the field, he approached the 
house and heard music and dancing. 26 He called one of the servants and asked what 
was going on. 27 The servant replied, ‘Your brother has arrived, and your father has 
slaughtered the fattened calf because he received his son back safe and sound.’ 28 Then 
the older son was furious and didn’t want to enter in, but his father came out and begged 
him. 29 He answered his father, ‘Look, I’ve served you all these years, and I never 
disobeyed your instruction. Yet you’ve never given me as much as a young goat so I 
could celebrate with my friends. 30 But when this son of yours returned, after gobbling 
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up your estate on prostitutes, you slaughtered the fattened calf for him.’ 31 Then his 
father said, ‘Son, you are always with me, and everything I have is yours. 32 But we had 
to celebrate and be glad because this brother of yours was dead and is alive. He was lost 
and is found.’” -Common English Bible 

I am one of three children, the oldest of three to be specific.  But as I remember it 

we were rarely a unit of three.  We would find a way to make our three a two.  The 

clearest example I can think of of this family dynamic, was a weekly occurrence on 

Saturday mornings.  While none in my family are morning people, my sister, the middle 

child, was the latest sleeper of all.  So my brother and I would get up long before my 

sister, or my parents for that matter, and settle onto the couch for Saturday morning 

cartoons.  We took turns on the half hour picking what we would watch and this always 

went pretty smoothly.  Until my sister joined us.  A three way rotation was difficult to 

bear, no one wanted to wait a whole hour before they got a turn to pick again.  So the 

fighting would start quite quickly.  But it wasn't a fight of one on one on one.  We had 

this fight down, it was always a fight of two on one.  My brother and I ganging up on my 

sister for disturbing the fragile equilibrium we had achieved prior to her awakening.  My 

brother and I would chant in unison, or rather, I'd probably chant and he'd echo with 

just slight delay in true younger brother fashion, "Everything was fine until you came 

down."   

 We had this routine down, two on one, a routine that was all about defining some 

as insiders and some, or one, as outsider.  We played the me vs. you, us vs. them game, 

from early ages, like pros.  Sometimes it was the other two vs. me.  Sometimes it was the 

sisters vs. the brother.  But it always seemed to break down this way- taking three 

individuals and forming two opposing parties and it seemed that when these parties 

began to struggle with one another it was often about who was in and who was out.   

 We humans are expert at this dynamic, this process of forming twos set in 

opposition to one another.  Think jocks and band geeks.  Think labor and management.  

Think teachers and administrators. Think teenagers and parents. Think men and 

women.  Think white and black.  Think north and south.  Think Evangelicals and 

Progressives.  Think rich and poor.  Think liberal and conservative.  Think Republican 
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and Democrat.  Now, of course, none of these examples are inherently oppositional.  In 

every case we can think of examples of compassion and collaboration between differing 

parties.  But similarly in every case we can think of countless times when these naming 

of twos reflects profound conflict and opposition.   

 At the beginning of our reading today two groups are identified, these are two 

groups that show up side by side all throughout the Gospel of Luke.  The first group- tax 

collectors and sinners; the second group- Pharisees and legal experts.  These are two 

groups that, on the surface, appear to be profoundly different from one another.  The 

first group, the tax collectors and sinners, are folks who are known to have brought 

shame on themselves- either by collaborating with foreign powers and extorting money 

from their kinsfolk, or by breaking the laws of Israel so evidently or flagrantly that they 

had been cast out of the synagogues.  The first group are outsiders, outcasts, the 

despised and rejected.  The second group, the Pharisees and legal experts couldn't look 

more different from the first.  They are known to all to be upstanding citizens, law 

abiding to the letter, law promoting.  They are most welcome in the synagogues.  They 

receive great respect in the synagogues.  They are icons of faithfulness to the Jewish 

covenant.  They are consummate insiders.   

 Interestingly, it doesn't seem like these groups show up independent of one 

another in the Gospel of Luke.  How can one know that one is an outsider if there isn't 

an insider around to remind you of this status, and vice versa?  Whenever Jesus extends 

grace to tax collectors and sinners, the Pharisees and legal experts are right there to 

comment on it.  But look closely at the picture painted at the beginning of our reading 

today, who seems to be in and who seems to be out?  The tax collectors and sinners, the 

consummate outsiders are drawing near to Jesus to listen to him.  We aren't told how 

close the Pharisees and legal experts are, but I get the sense that while they may be in 

close physical proximity, they are emotionally a million miles away.  I see body language 

that puts distance between them and Jesus and that other group, arms crossed, 

shoulders pulled back.  We can hear them grumbling, and grumbling is the sort of thing 

you do from a position of at least partial distance.  So, in this picture, the insiders are 

out and the outsiders are in.   
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 Then Jesus tells three stories.  Stories of lost and found and celebration.  I’d like 

to just focus on the longest of these stories, a story about how many sons?  Two sons.  

Two apparently very different sons.  The younger son, the one we hear about first, is a 

rather unsavory character.  When I listen to him asking his father, no, really telling his 

father "Father, give me the share of property that will belong to me."  I am offended at 

his brashness, his rudeness.  He sounds like an impetuous little boy to whom I'm 

tempted to teach some manners by responding to his demand with "What do you say?"  

As if a "please" would make this demand any less offensive.  This younger brother takes 

everything he has and removes himself from his family.  He makes himself an outsider 

going to a distant country and blowing everything, on what we don't know, though his 

older brother thinks he knows.  He blew all his possessions on bad choices, and then by 

stroke of fate ends up suffering under a famine.  And as if he wasn't far enough away 

from home, outcast enough from his family, his people, he ends up feeding pigs- pigs 

who were better fed than him- for a Jewish boy to feed unclean pigs, for a Jewish boy to 

fantasize about eating the unclean food of those pigs... there could be no greater 

experience of alienation, no greater indication of outsider status.  Even when the 

younger brother decides to make his way back to his home, he is sure he will return as 

an outsider, as a hired hand.  He knows that his behavior has defined him as unworthy 

of being called a child of his father.  He expects to be accepted as nothing more than a 

laborer at his home.   

 The older son never went anywhere.  He stayed on the family farm working 

diligently.  He appears to be the respectable character, the upstanding character, the 

insider.  But as we hear at the end of our story, he may not have taken physical leave 

from his family and their business, but he had managed to travel millions of miles away 

in his soul.  We hear it in the way he speaks of his family members.  The first time in the 

whole story that the father is not addressed as father is when the older brother explodes 

at him "Listen!"  and then what does he call his brother? "This son of yours."  His 

language suggests that his resentment, and frustration have led him to remove himself 

from the family, to make himself an outsider even though he never left home.  This is 

painfully apparent in the closing scene of this story, when the house is rocking with the 
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joyful sounds of music and dancing, while the glow of candlelight lights the windows 

and the scents of the best meat roasting over the fire waft out into the night air, and the 

older brother stands outside, arms crossed I'm sure of it, stubbornly refusing to go in.   

 Here in our reading today, in the set up and in the story, we have a picture of two 

groups, groups that seem to be outsiders and insiders, but upon closer examination, one 

begins to wonder.   

 One begins to wonder because of Jesus, and because of the character of the 

father.  Perhaps the most powerful words in this whole parable are "While he was still 

far off."  The father didn't wait for the younger son to make his way all the way back.  He 

didn't wait until he heard the correct words of repentance.  He didn't wait until the 

younger son redeemed himself, demonstrated his worth.  He caught sight of his son, 

gone too long, in the distance and he set to running.  He ran down that dirt road and 

threw himself on his son, wrapping his arms around him, smothering him in kisses.  

Before he hears anything from his son, he embraces him.  While he is still far off, he 

runs to him. Because the son still gives his planned speech about unworthiness, or at 

least part of it, I sense that he is stiff in his father's embrace.  He doesn't feel worthy of 

this welcome.  So surely he doesn't feel worthy of the robe, and ring, and sandals, and 

glorious feast either.  He must have been completely shocked and confused by this 

reception.   

 Is this a sign that the younger son is the father's favorite and so he can do no 

wrong?  No, I don't think so, not at all.  He says twice that he is rejoicing because his son 

was lost and now is found, was dead but now is alive.  This celebration offers no 

commentary about his love for the son he never lost, the son that never was dead to 

him.   

 But the elder brother isn't quite so sure.  But notice what the father does in 

relation to the elder brother.  While the elder brother is staying far off from the party, 

while he is still far off, the father comes to him.  It is clear that in the son’s anger he 

won't be embraced; he won't be welcomed into a party.  But it is just as clear that the 

embrace is there for him; the party is for him as well.  It is just as clear that his father's 

love for him is unending and real and trustworthy.  The father could have left him to 
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sulk and enjoyed the party, but he went out to him, went out and bore his wrath.  The 

father met him at a distance just as he met his younger brother at a distance.  And the 

father tries to close the gap, responding to the elder brother by reincorporating him into 

the family "This brother of yours...."   

 The sense one gets is that while many of us, whether we've made terrible choices 

or experienced horrible life circumstances that have led to alienation, or whether we've 

let resentment, pride, or righteousness lead to alienation, many of us believe ourselves 

to be outsiders.  We look at those other insiders with disgust, or we intentionally set 

ourselves in opposition to them.  Many of us feel outside the circle of God's love for one 

reason or another, and this season of Lent gives us an opportunity to examine that sense 

of alienation.  We reflect on that alienation aware that God comes to us; that God has 

come to us; that God runs to us ready to embrace us; that God pleads with us, begging 

us to come to the party; that God's love is for all of us; that there's enough love for all of 

us; that no one has to be in while others are out; we are God's children whether we think 

we're worthy of this title or not.  So... come Easter morning are we going to truly join the 

celebration or sit inside all dressed up but beating ourselves up for our unworthiness?  

Are we going to join the party or stand outside sulking?  Ask yourself now, “Who am I?” 

However, we answer, whatever we choose... it doesn't change the fact that God stands 

ready to embrace us.  
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