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15Now all the tax-collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him. 2And the Pharisees 
and the scribes were grumbling and saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’ 
3 So he told them this parable: 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? 5When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 6And when he comes 
home, he calls together his friends and neighbours, saying to them, “Rejoice with me, for I have 
found my sheep that was lost.” 7Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one 
sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who need no repentance. 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? 9When she has found it, she calls together her friends and 
neighbours, saying, “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin that I had lost.” 10Just so, I tell 
you, there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.’ 11 Then 
Jesus said, ‘There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his father, 
“Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.” So he divided his property 
between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and travelled to a distant 
country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had spent 
everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 
15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his 
fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were 
eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, “How many of 
my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18I will 
get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and 
before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired 
hands.’ ” 20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him 
and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21Then the 
son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to 
be called your son.” 22But the father said to his slaves, “Quickly, bring out a robe—the best 
one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf 
and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he 
was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate. 25 ‘Now his elder son was in the field; and 
when he came and approached the house, he heard music and dancing. 26He called one of the 
slaves and asked what was going on. 27He replied, “Your brother has come, and your father has 
killed the fatted calf, because he has got him back safe and sound.” 28Then he became angry 
and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with him. 29But he answered his 
father, “Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for you, and I have never 
disobeyed your command; yet you have never given me even a young goat so that I might 
celebrate with my friends. 30But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured your 
property with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him!” 31Then the father* said to him, “Son, 
you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. 32But 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.” ’ 
 
 We were a family with a steady stream of dogs and cats as I was growing up. 

Dogs appeared regularly in family photos. Litters of kittens were eagerly awaited 
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and given lots of love and attention until they were old enough to be adopted by 

friends and neighbors. There would be the occasional chicks and ducklings that 

appeared at the feed store in the weeks before Easter. And an aquarium or two of 

fish. But mostly it was dogs and cats. 

 Our population of pets grew because of my brother Mark. He was the St. 

Francis of our neighborhood—every stray puppy or kitten in town was drawn to 

Mark. Almost every afternoon, his walk home from school was like Noah bringing 

animals to the ark. Mark was the dog whisperer long before there was a TV show 

by that name. Even the working cats who kept the mouse population under control 

in my grandparents’ barn would climb into Mark’s lap. These were cats who never 

let anyone pet them. 

 Both my mom and dad were animal lovers, but eventually Mark’s role as the 

cat and dog whisperer began to get on their nerves. 

 “Yes she’s cute but put that kitten back where you found her,” my Mom 

would say when she opened the back door and saw Mark with another furry friend 

snuggled under his coat. 

 That’s when Mark would pull out the heavy artillery of parental persuasion. 

He would look at my mom with his pleading blue eyes and say, “I bet if Renee 

brought the kitten home you’d say yes.” 

 Ow! Like an arrow straight to the heart! That’s what it feels like for any 

conscientious parent to be accused of favoring one child over the others. Truth be 

told I believe my parents worked pretty hard to keep things even between my 

brothers and me. But that’s not the way Mark remembers it. 

 He would have something in common with the older brother in the parable 

that’s in front of us this morning. “There was a father who had two sons,” Jesus 
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says. And so begins a story that’s got to be one of the Greatest Hits of all the stories 

Jesus told. It’s like the hearing the opening notes of “A Whiter Shade of Pale.” The 

Boomers here know what I’m talking about. The song that was a counter-cultural 

anthem from the Summer of Love, 1967. You hear that first note from the organ 

and the room changes and a whole era washes over you. 

 Same thing with the opening sentence of this parable. “There was a father who 

had two sons.” You know exactly where Jesus is headed. We know this story by 

heart. 

 Before we struggle with the bad choices of the younger son and the 

resentment of the older son, attention must be paid to the way that the writer of 

Luke frames this greatest hit. You remember how Jesus announces his ministry in 

chapter 4. 

 The spirit of the Lord is upon me, he declares in Nazareth, God has anointed 

me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the 

captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim 

the year of the Lord’s favor. Luke 4:18-19. 

 Jesus is reading from the scroll of Isaiah that day, and “the Year of the Lord’s 

Favor” is understood to be a reference to the jubilee year described in Leviticus. 

This jubilee year is all about mercy and pardon. Levitical law suggests a jubilee 

year every 50 years when all debts are cancelled as a reminder that God has 

forgiven us. The Catholic Church has been declaring Jubilee years since 1300, 

usually at 25- or 50-year intervals and more often as the Pope sees fit. Pope Francis 

has declared this a jubilee year. It’s the church year so it began this past December 

when the Pope opened the holy door of St. Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican. The same 

thing happened in basilicas around the world, symbolizing a new pathway to 
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salvation, the Church declares all is forgiven and invites everyone who is far from 

God to come home. 

 Jesus begins his public ministry by declaring that with his arrival THIS is the 

Year of the Lord’s Favor and it is the overarching theme for all that Jesus says and 

all that he does. All is forgiven! The Father calls you to come home! 

 That’s the reason why there are so many parties in the stories Jesus tells in 

chapter 15. It’s the lost and found shepherd. A shepherd loses a sheep. He searches 

high and low and when he finds the sheep that was lost, he invites the neighbors in 

for a party. A widow loses a coin and turns her house upside down. When she finds 

it at last, she spreads the word to all her friends. It’s time for party! There’s no 

investigation of why the shepherd was so negligent with his flock. There’s no audit 

to discover why the widow can’t keep track of her funds. These stories are about 

our merciful and forgiving God who promises that as far as the east is from the 

west, that’s how far He has separated us from the sins of our past. 

 The very best story about the Year of the Lord’s Favor, the story in front of us 

today, reminds us that God’s capacity for mercy is significantly greater than our 

own. It doesn’t seem that the older brother is aware of the year of the Lord’s favor. 

He is keeping score and something is wrong. His exemplary behavior doesn’t seem 

nearly as important to his Father as the wayward behavior of his brother. 

 Let me stop now and speak to those here today who are not the eldest son or 

daughter. Could it be that you take delight in this parable because the eldest son is 

the example of how not to behave? This isn’t really a story about birth order, is it? 

It is a story about forgiveness. It is possible that the middle child or even the baby 

of the family is the one who holds a grudge. Jesus reminds us that the Year of the 

Lord’s Favor is about learning how to forgive. 
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 Can you imagine anything more attractive than a church that all about the 

Year of the Lord’s Favor? A church with a laser focus on going out to the highways 

and by-ways to gather in the sons and daughters of God who believe they’re not 

worthy of love? That they don’t deserve a place at the table? 

 That’s why we’re here! Jesus came to earth to declare the Year of the Lord’s 

Favor. This story of the father who had two sons reminds us that God’s mercy has 

no time limit, no boundaries. As Desmond Tutu puts it, “There is nothing you can 

do that will make God love you any more or any less than He loves you right now.” 

 I prefer a Lonesome Dove kind of setting for the Parable of the Prodigal Son. I 

see the father in an old drafty ranch house up on the hill. His skin is tanned and 

creased from too many years in the sun. His boots are worn from a combination of 

hard work and pacing the floor worrying over that boy of his. 

 Lately he’s moved his chair closer to the window so that any time he sits he’s 

got a good view of the road up to the house. He can’t help but watch the road, 

waiting and wondering and hoping. It has become his habit in the evening after all 

the chores are done to sit and watch the road down to the gate long past sundown 

until it becomes too dark to see the gate. 

 This evening he takes a sip of coffee and looks up from his paper just in time 

to see the gate swing closed. He knows someone is headed toward the house but 

because of the way the road dips it will take a few minutes before they come into 

sight as they climb the hill. He holds his breath and waits. He sees the top of a hat 

and a cowboy who clearly needs a haircut and he can tell by the tilt of his head that 

it’s him. 
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 The father is out of his chair like and shot and headed for the door. He hasn’t 

moved that fast since the fire in the pasture a couple of years ago. Truth be told it 

pleases him to know he can move when he needs to. 

 He hits the screened door and is halfway down the walk before the door slams 

shut. As he leaves the yard he starts to run with the dust making clouds behind him. 

No question he’s feel it in his knees and his back tomorrow but who cares? His boy 

is home. 

 There are tears in the father’s eyes as he wraps his arms around this boy who 

is nothing but skin and bones. All the worry and the sadness melts away like a 

dream. All the details of their parting don’t amount to a hill of beans now. He hugs 

his boy just a little while longer, and then they head for the house. 


