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A man had two sons. The older son was pure establishment. The younger one was a 

rebel. When he was able to cash in his portion of the family estate he left home and 

found meaning in life by spending his money on a very big and very long party. When 

the money ran out he got a job feeding pigs. This got him thinking about life’s 

priorities. As he thought through life's priorities he realised that his best shot at getting 

better and more regular meals would be to return home and get a job in the family 

business. He rehearsed his job interview thoroughly to get the spin just right. He knew 

he couldn’t claim his old position back – he couldn’t be a son to the owner any more. 

In fact, no kind of spin would do. Nothing short of absolute sincerity would get the 

job and the food he so badly needed.  

The man who had two sons waited for his younger son to return and he ran to meet 

the young man when he saw him coming home. He ran to meet him - but he wouldn't 

give the rebel what he asked for. He had plenty of servants. He didn't have a job for 

him. He didn't need another servant. He needed another son. 

The young man was restored as a son and the celebrations started and then the older 

son came home. The man did the same for him as he did for the younger brother. He 

went out to him to call him home to join the party. 

As I have tried to read this story afresh I have found myself rejecting the traditional 

name of this story. This is not only because I am not quite certain what ‘prodigal’ 

means but rather, because the story is not just about the younger son. Helmut 

Thielicke called this story ‘The Waiting Father’ I have been much more boring and 

called it the man who had two sons. A man who loved both his sons and desired more 

than anything than that they should come home to him. He threw a party when the 

rebel came home and he pleaded with his establishment son to join the festivities 

when he came home. He went out to both of them and gave them what they needed, 

not what they asked for. The younger son asked to be a servant and he made him a 

son. The older son had wanted a party and he gave him a brother. 

The story has close connections with the story of the storyteller, of Jesus who loved 

tax collectors and sinners and spent a great deal of time with them. This scandalised 

the scribes and Pharisees whom Jesus also loved. He loved and taught both of them 

and longed more than anything than that they should come home to his heavenly 

father. He partied with the tax collectors and sinners and he partied with Pharisees. If 

we ever doubt that Jesus loved scribes and Pharisees remember that Luke is very 

specific about who heard the story Jesus told of the man with two sons. Jesus had a 

large following in chapter 14 of Luke’s gospel. At the beginning of chapter 15 two 

more groups are added. Luke says Luke 15:1-3 Now all the tax collectors and sinners 

were coming near to listen to him. 2 And the Pharisees and the scribes were 

grumbling and saying, "This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them." 3 So he 

told them this parable:  



He told these two groups of people from different ends of the community’s spectrum 

about two sons from different ends of the community’s expectations who had a father 

who would cross the community’s rules and prejudices to see his children come home 

to him and to one another – this story is obviously about God’s inclusive love. 

Well, of course, the community can’t have its rules and prejudices challenged like 

this, so they killed the story-teller. It is an interesting and awful thing that God’s 

inclusive love can be so offensive to humankind. 

Henri Nouwen joined a Trappist monastery for about six months in order to feed his 

soul. One of the great gifts that community gave him was the experience of being 

loved and valued and treasured. What was not so easy to take was that everyone else 

in the community was loved and valued and treasured. It is a strange thing. When I 

want you to love me I mean that I want you love me better than you love everyone 

else. This lies at the heart of the it’s-all-about-me syndrome – a prevalent and 

dangerous disorder. 

The stories that Jesus told help us understand what God is like. Even the go-thou-and-

do-likewise stories like the Good Samaritan tell us what God is like, and the God we 

discover is unexpectantly normal. So much so that we get distracted by other parts of 

the story in which, for some reason, perhaps a teaching tradition in the church that 

can’t help itself from trying to find the go-thou-and-do-likewise messages or the 

don’t- go-and-do-likewise messages. 

I do remember reading and hearing of the abnormality of the father who had two sons 

because he is supposedly the head of household and such a person would not do the 

things this man did. They would not run to welcome a wayward family member or 

plead with a son who is cheesed off. Socially that may very well be true but this man 

is acting out of who he is as father – this is normal. God does not act according to our 

expectations of a potentate. God acts according to our experience of a good parents. 

I am bold to suggest this idea of the normalcy of God by the way Jesus tells the stories 

that precede this story – the lost sheep and the lost coin. Jesus said: 

Luke 15:4   
4
 "Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, 

does not leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until 

he finds it? 

Luke 15:8  "Or what woman having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does 

not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it? 

It is not strange that a man would leave 99 sheep to find the lost one. That’s what 

everyone does. That is normal. So why do we not understand God’s longing to find 

the lost? Jesus asks. 

Jesus says that God acts normally like a shepherd looking for sheep, like a father 

loving his children who don’t love each other. When Jesus put this case this way we 

are invited to say ‘yes I understand because I am like that’. Which one of you, having 

a hundred sheep – well me, I would do that. What woman having ten silver coins? I 

understand that – I know what it is like to want to find what I have lost. That’s normal 

for me and that is normal for what God is like too – rather than the kind of normal that 

is constructed by societies that create rules and traditions that preserves the interests 

of this society over the interests of all other societies – a kind of communal it’s-all-

about-me syndrome.  



God’s normalcy is not the kind that supports our social structures and lust for self 

interested power. It is the normalcy of a father who loves and longs for his separated 

children to return home. 

This is what God is like – now what are we going to do about that – what are we 

going to be like, we who are made in God’s image. 

*** 

 


