
 

 

PRODIGALS ALL.    THEREFORE . . . 	  
Lk 15:1-3, 11b-32	  

Ps 32    Josh 5:9-12   II Cor 5:16-21	  
Lent 4   3/6/16	  

Gualala	  
	  

In her memoir of 2006, “Leaving Church”, Barbara Brown Taylor speaks of the agony 	  
. . . the uncertainty . . . the pain . . . and, ultimately, the relief  . . . through which she went in 
order to make her decision to leave as the rector of Grace-Calvary Episcopal Church.  Grace-
Calvary is a little congregation in Clarkesville, Georgia, a small rural town of 1,500 persons.  
After serving on the staff of a large church in Atlanta, Barbara dreamed of being the pastor of a 
small country church . . . never daring to believe that this could, or would, become a reality.	  
	  
However, under her preaching, teaching, and ministering to the folks in that country 
congregation . . . it grew . . . and, when, in her words, “compassion fatigue” set in, she knew she 
had to leave the place she so dearly loved.  Her very skills, as is not uncommon, became the 
catalyst for necessary change.	  
	  
Today she serves as professor of the endowed chair of religion at Piedmont College, and she has 
learned to prize holy ignorance more highly than religious certainty.	  
	  
Named one of the ten most effective preachers in the world, Joan and I sat under Taylor's 
preaching at a Festival in Nashville in the year 2004.  For five days we were spellbound by  
inspirited and challenging sermons from some of the best preachers in the nation.	  
	  
Barbara Brown Taylor is a diminutive woman who almost had to stand on tiptoe to reach the 
podium . . . with a captivating smile as broad as the ocean and as bright as the sun . . .  looking 
over the crowd of more than 1,000 fellow preachers . . . her beginning words brought down the 
house: “OOOHHH . . .  I've always wanted to preach in a mega-church.”	  
	  
Following which she inspired and captivated us all with one of the few homilies etched 
unforgettably in my memory . . . based on the parable of The Prodigal Son.  Being of sound mind 
. . . I have plagiarized some of her insights into that story, so familiar that one might wonder 
what new thoughts might come from such a well-worn . . . often mis-used . . . often abused . . . 
story.	  
	  
As a teenager I would often serve at The Union Gospel Mission on 7th and Waucouta, in 
downtown St. Paul, Minnesota.  The tragedy of that era was that the homeless and the alcoholic 
had to sit through a sermon before they would be fed and housed.  One of my sermons, to be 
sure, came from this text . . . and I shudder now to think how I must have harangued and 
harassed those prodigals before they could get blessed relief from my awful food for their 
injured souls.  This was their penalty to pay before they could get good food for their wretched 
bodies.  Which is, of course, why they were in that place . . . and the torture of bad preaching 
was the price they had to pay.  While I was absolutely certain that they were the prodigals . . . it 
never occurred to me at that time that I was their chief . . . and now that I know a lot less . . . I 
know a lot more . . . 	  
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I'm forever thankful that tape recorders had not yet been invented . . . 	  
	  
Taylor reminded us that the difficulty of  Jesus' parables is that they were set in the rural, 
agricultural context of that time and place.  The stories were addressed to a people of that first 
century.  It was  a culture relatively unknown to the mostly urban hearer of the 21st century.	  
	  
The Hebrew people were people of the land . . . land was their wealth . . . land was their security 
. . . and their children were their only insurance policy to care for them in their old age.  So when 
the younger son asked for his share of the inheritance, not only did he negate generations of 
tradition and expectation, he literally gave the father the finger, turned his back on all that was 
sacred and holy and good . . . and said with a snarl: “I'm done with you.  I'm done with your 
community.”  Beyond that, the son also split up . . . and destroyed . . . the family farm.	  
	  
Once land is gone from the family . . . it is gone from the family . . . and if there were truly a 
welfare state imposed upon the parents, this was it.  Mom and Dad lost not only their pension . . . 
they lost their homestead as well.  With no nursing homes to help them in their dying, there now 
would be no assistance to help them in their living.  The community was the bedrock of their 
entire support system.  And community was destroyed by the actions of the son, as if it had not 
been.	  
	  
The unconscionable demand of the prodigal was met with the unheard of acquiescence of the 
father.  The ungrateful kid packed his knapsack, and pranced merrily off to the far country. There 
he blew through his money faster than we can run up charges on our credit cards at Nordstroms.  
His was the same impulse . . . was it perhaps prophetic? . . . that propelled yesteryear's hippies 
to take to the streets of San Francisco.	  
	  
The kid was no match for the sales-pitches of the wine merchants . . . the seductive skills of the 
prostitutes captured his every passion . . . and he woke up one morning with a real bad hangover 
. . . an empty stomach . . . and a moth-eaten wallet with all the charge cards canceled.	  
Now he had to scratch around the same way those poor transients had to do who were at the 
Union Gospel Mission.  He had to sit through invectives from former friends who, in the face of 
his poverty, ran from him like rats leaving a sinking ship.  One of the real ironies of this story is 
that this Jewish kid was now so desperate that he took a job feeding pigs . . . how could he 
explain THAT to the Rabbi?  “I thought they were sheep?”	  
	  
Finally in one great moment of insight, the story takes a turn for the better.  “He came to 
himself.”	  
	  
Insight is too often too slow in coming . . . and it often comes too late and after hopelessness is 
so deep and dark that, like Macbeth . . . “I am so far stepped into crime that returning were as 
tedious as go-o'er.”  Nevertheless, when all else fails . . . perhaps confession just might be his 
salvation.  Not confession because he thought it was good for his soul . . . confession because he 
thought that that might be his meal ticket for his stomach.  Confession as means to an end.	  
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Meanwhile, back at the ranch, the father, defying all expectations  and traditions established for 
The Patriarch, slowly, perhaps dejectedly, always hopefully, walked now and then to the edge of 
the farm.  He would look toward the horizon to see if this renegade kid of his just might appear.  
This is unheard of . . . the Master does not seek out family members . . . it is the family 
members who seek out the Master.  This father did everything contrary to tradition . . . he could 
care less what the neighbors  thought.  And  he willingly jeopardized his place in the community.  
He cared about one thing and one thing only:  the return of his son. 	  
	  
Then one day his hope was realized . . . his dream came true . . . he saw the derelict,  rotten to the 
core, walking with head bowed and unclean . . . his clothes as soiled as his soul . . . and this 
Patriarch, threw all caution and tradition to the wind . . . the old man ran to meet his son.  Can 
you picture it?  The father, with robes flying and almost tripping over his sandals . . . the old man  
ran.  He ran like a girl.  (Although today this would be a truly awful comparison, in a male-
dominant culture, it was, indeed, an appropriate pejorative).  Patriarchs not only did not run, 
they did not approach the young . . . it was the young who came humbly to the elder and 
approached with reverence.   This man, broken heart now crying with joy, ran . . . he ran so he 
could shorten the time and distance between himself and the kid.  And even before the Prodigal 
could begin to finish his prepared speech, the father grabbed him in a bear hug.	  
	  
As if the Patriarch's standing in the community were not already destroyed, his reputation was 
now ground into dust, which would blow away as if it had never existed.  It made him the 
laughing-stock of the land.  His flaunting of tradition and his utter lack of common sense erased 
any respect he might have been given by his friends . . . now former friends.  Who now would 
trust him?  He might as well be dead than rather than face the ridicule which would be forever 
his to endure, together with being mercilessly ostracized by the entire neighborhood.  This man 
would now be treated as dead, non-existent, as if he had never been born	  
	  
Fears and doubts were thrown to the wind . . . absolutely no concern about what the neighbors 
thought, the Patriarch shouted orders to the servants:  bring the best robe . . . the one just back 
from the dry-cleaners . . . put my ring of authority on my son . . . kill the fatted calf . . . we're 
throwing a party.  This son of mine . . . the one who stole my retirement and destroyed the family 
farm . . . this no-good kid was once dead and is now alive . . . nothing else matters . . . he once 
was lost and now he is found.  The only thing left to do is to throw a party and have a great 
celebration.	  
 
And, once more, this father, this Patriarch . . . did everything he was not supposed to do.  By 
putting his robe and his ring on the Prodigal, he  invested in that sinner honor, where there had 
been only dishonor . . . he imputed unto the derelict responsibility where there was only 
irresponsibility . . . the father ignored all that should have been remembered . . . he left 
completely unpunished all that should have been severely punished.	  
 
This old man was the true forerunner to Forrest Gump:  “Stupid is as stupid does.”	  
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However, as there always seems to be in the parables, there's a fly in the ointment . . . the elder 
son . . . the faithful son . . . the compliant son . . . the son who never did anything wrong . . . 
this son, when he heard the ruckus, put on an all-encompassing pout.  The guy who never did get 
along with his brother, now railed against the injustice of it all.  “I am the one who has always 
been here for you . . . I am the one who stayed up nights to bring you your cough medicine . . . I 
am the one who worked overtime to get the crops in and the animals safe from the storm . . . I 
am your Good Child . . . and you are throwing a party for this rotten brother of mine?  You never 
gave me so much as a goat for a party.  You're throwing good money after bad, and you want 
ME to come to this charade?  Not on your life.  Count me out.  I have principles . . . I know 
what's right and this is not it.”	  
 
One wag, in commenting on this part of the story, said that one thin mutton chop probably was 
all that would be necessary to feed the elder brother’s entire cabal of friends.	  
 
Once again the Patriarch defied tradition:  he also pleaded with this son.  Parents simply did not 
do this.  They gave orders and the children obeyed.  This father continued to throw off all 
sensibilities and make himself again the laughingstock of the entire community.  He did what no 
father ever did, and what no self-respecting person of authority would do . . . he begged his son 
to come to the party.	  
 
All to no avail.  The elder son stayed outside, alone . . . he covered his ears with his hands.  
Hands are made to serve.  Nevertheless he used his hands to block out the sounds of joy . . . he 
used his hands to turn away all that was good . . . he used his hands for sole and selfish purposes 
instead of for community strength.  He chose to be alone when the joy of being with others, and 
serving others, could have been his.  He withdrew from the community at the very time he could 
have been healed by being with others.	  
  
However, if this were to take place today, the elder son would not have been alone.  He would 
have been joined by the multitudes who prize religious and theological certainty instead of holy 
ignorance . . .  he would be joined by those who take scripture so seriously that they refuse to 
laugh at the ironies . . . the holy hilarity . . . the crazy hyperbole . . . the abject ambiguities of 
Holy Writ.  Today the elder son would be joined by those who are absolutely certain, without 
any shadow of doubt, that they are right and the world is wrong.  Today the elder son would be 
joined by those who would build fences to keep out those not like them . . . he would be joined 
by those who would erase the words of welcome on the base of the Statue of Liberty, turning it 
into a monument to provincialism.  The elder son would be joined by those who rejoice only in 
the destruction of everything for which community . . . with unity . . . stands.  They would know 
enough to stay away from a party for a prodigal.	  
	  
The elder brother would be joined by those who know that they do not sin.	  
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Nevertheless the neighbors came . . . the neighbors who would ostracize the Patriarch also came 
to their own selves . . . and, in spite of all the reasons they should not have come to the party:  
 the Patriarch is out of his mind . . .  	  
 the Patriarch just ruined the reputation of the entire county . . . 	  
 the Patriarch ignored centuries of tradition . . . 	  
in spite of all this, the neighbors came.  Free food overcomes a lot of inhibitions . . . free food is 
forever an incentive . . .  just visit Costco and see for yourself . . . so while, against all odds, the 
community came in great numbers, the elder son resolutely ignored the pleas of the father . . . 
stubborn, intransigent, he sat outside . . . petulant . . . pouting . . . alone.	  
	  
Although the weight of tradition names this the Parable of the Prodigal Son . . . it were more 
accurate to name it the Parable of the Prodigal Patriarch . . . the Father who disregards everything 
sensible . . . the father who, instead, cares about one thing:  his wayward children.	  
	  
The father threw common sense to the wind . . . the father ignored all that is religiously and 
traditionally correct . . . the father staked all that he had on one hope . . . that his wayward child 
would return and be welcomed back into the community.	  
	  
The  prodigals aren't just at Seventh and Waucouta . . . we are prodigals all. . . younger and elder 
alike . . . therefore . . . God, ignores everything that gets in the way . . . others' opinions . . .  
others' judgments . . . others' expectations . . . God ignores all this in favor of loving God's 
children.  God keeps on throwing the party.	  
	  
While the food is plentiful and free, it is not cheap.  	  
	  
The cost is the cross . . . the cost is God's reputation.	  
	  
Like the Prodigal Patriarch, and in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,  “God is weak and 
powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which God is with us.”   
 
The Party's on . . . and all Prodigals are invited.	  
	  
Amen.	  
	  
 
 
 
	  
 
	  


