A Story of Homecoming:  The Younger Son

Luke 15


There was a farmer who had lived on the same farm all his life.  It was a good farm, but with the passing of years, the man began to tire of it.  He longed for a change—for something somehow “better.”  Every day he found a new reason for criticizing some feature of the old place.  Finally, he decided to sell, so he talked to a Realtor who promptly prepared the listing.  As one might expect, the listing emphasized all the farm’s advantages:  ideal location, modern equipment, healthy stock, acres of fertile ground, etc.  Before publishing the listing, the Realtor called the farmer and read the copy to him for his approval.  When she had finished, the farmer cried out, “Hold everything! I’ve changed my mind. I am not going to sell.  I’ve been looking for a place like that all my life.”  (illustrations unlimited, 123)


This man’s experience mirrors the experience of the Prodigal Son in an important way.  He had ceased to value his home, but something happened to change his perspective and to make him see the worth of his home again.  


The parable is about home. But I need to be clear that this is not about geography or property.  It’s not about family values, or parenting, or about family systems or family dynamics.  It will not teach you how to turn a dysfunctional family into a functional one.  Jesus is not teaching us that kids should stay home with their parents instead of growing up and finding lives of their own.  It is a parable.  An analogy.  That means that the story elements are symbols for something other than themselves.  In telling the story, Jesus is trying to get people to understand what God is doing in the midst of his ministry.  In other words, it is about our true home.  As Psalm 90 says, “Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. . .”  God is our true home.  From God we have come, and in God we find our true identity and purpose and security.  So, while the story talks about a father and his sons, it’s about God and God’s people.  


In the movie The Lion King, there is a great moment when Mufasa says to young carefree Simba, “Remember who you are.”  After the death of his father, Simba carries a great load of guilt with him off into the wild blue yonder, trying to forget, trying to create a new life for himself.  But in the end it doesn’t work.  His father’s words, remember who you are, echo in his mind and eventually lead him back home to where he is the rightful king.  But for a great part of the movie, Simba tries to forget and to leave behind who he is, who he is meant to be.  


And that too is the story of the Younger Son.  The young man lost many in the far country, but the most important thing that he lost was his identity.  And no one stole his identity; he gave it away.  Threw it away, really.  The Younger Son did everything he could to dissociate himself from his family and his upbringing.  Luke tells this story in such a matter-of-fact way that you might miss the depth of his alienation.   


I’m going to read you a quote from Kenneth Bailey, who is a noted scholar in Middle East culture as it relates to biblical interpretation.  Here’s what Bailey says:


For over fifteen years I have been asking people of all walks of life from Morocco to India and from Turkey to the Sudan about the implications of a son’s request for his inheritance while the father is still living.  The answer has always been emphatically the same . . . the conversation runs as follows:


Has anyone ever made such a request in your village?


Never!


Could anyone ever make such a request?


Impossible!


If anyone ever did, what would happen?


His father would beat him, of course!


Why?


The request means—he wants his father to die.  (quoted in Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son, 35)  


Dad, I wish you were dead.  Fork over the money.  


In our own culture, such behavior is not quite as shocking as it would be in the Middle East.  But we need to hear it in its context and allow ourselves to be shocked by it.  What the young man has done is unheard of and completely out of place.  Yet the father allows it.  He will not prevent the son from going off on his own.  


You may know some families who have experienced this kind of alienation and pain.  But remember, the story about the father and his two sons is an analogy.  It’s a story that represents something else.  Jesus is saying that the way the young son treated his father, is the way that many people have treated God.  They have in effect, said to God, You’re nothing to me.  I wish you were dead.  I’m outa here.  Give me the stuff that belongs to me and I’ll make it on my own.  


Like the father in our story, God does not prevent any of us from going our own way, trying to make it on our own.  And God does not prevent us from experiencing the pain of alienation.  Along with the stark reality that we cannot make it on our own.  


We are children of God.  Created by God for God’s own purpose.  Created to be in relationship with God and God’s people.  From that identity grows a sense of purpose and security and hope.  When we lose that identity, all hell breaks loose in our lives.   Alienation from God becomes the source of everything destructive.  There becomes a sort of vacuum in our heart that we attempt to fill with any number of things, from entertainment to sports to work to sex.  When that doesn’t fill the emptiness, we try to numb the pain, and become vulnerable to all kinds of addictions.  We attempt to achieve greatness, or at least a modicum of wealth, in our attempt at gaining some measure of self-worth.  But it doesn’t work, because it’s like pouring water into a sieve.  And even if we, unlike the younger son, are able to hold onto our money, we become spiritually bankrupt, which is really the point.  


I have read that in India one of the ways that they catch monkeys is by constructing a wooden box such that it is all enclosed except for a small hole.  The hole is just big enough for a monkey to reach its hand inside the box.  The monkey hunter puts a nut in the box.  The monkey reaches in to grab the nut.  And while the hole is big enough for the monkey’s hand, it’s not big enough for the monkey to take its hand back out, with the nut.  What happens is that the monkeys hold tightly to the nut, even though it holds them captive.  And the hunter just comes along and scoops up the monkey, along with the box.  


Like the monkeys, human beings tend to hold tightly to things that they think they want, but those things become a trap instead.  Instead of letting go to find freedom, people hold on for dear life, stuck.  


If I may say so, the young man in our story was lucky that he lost all his money.  If he had not, he may have been able to live under the illusion that he was making it.  The fact that he hit bottom meant that he had to come face to face with himself and what he was doing.   


And that’s exactly what happened.  Luke, in his understated way, says that while slopping pigs, he came to himself.  He came to himself.  Remember who you are.  


The young man had royally messed up his life.  But for all that he had done wrong in his life, he did do one thing right.  He came to himself.  And he went home.  


Remember who you are.  Well, at least he remembered who he had been.  He was not so sure that he could still be the person he had been.  


In fact, his expectations upon returning home were pretty low.  He didn’t ask to be treated as a son.  He didn’t even ask to be treated as a slave.  He asked to be taken back as the lowest of the low, which was a day laborer, someone who could be fired at a moment’s notice.  I get the sense that he might not have even gone home, if he could have survived anywhere else.  But he had been around the block a few times already, and he knew that even the day laborers at his father’s house were better off than he could hope to be anywhere else.  


The young man had alienated himself so far that he could not even imagine life as a child in his parents’ home again.  He just wanted to survive, that’s all.  


But while the son had lost his identity, his father never forgot.  He never stopped thinking of his son, never stopped thinking of him as his son.  Never stopped hoping against hope that he would return safe and sound.  The lost money never even entered his concern.  He just wanted his boy back.  


And this is the way God is with us.  While we are going off on our merry way, ignoring God, God does not forget us.  God remembers, and God cares.  God waits.  


The end of this story, for the younger son, is better than a fairy tale.  It’s as if he went to apply for welfare and ended up winning the lottery instead.  It was unbelievable.  His father was not angry—just happy to get him back.  His father didn’t even let him finish his confession, but immediately started making plans for a party.  He gave him a robe--signifying honor, a ring—signifying authority, and sandals—signifying freedom.  Honor, authority and freedom, all wrapped in love.  


Now that’s what I call Amazing Grace.  And that’s how God responds when the children of God come back home.  It doesn’t matter how far you have gone away.  Doesn’t matter what you have done.  


So remember who you are.  Remember whose you are. And come home.  Come home.  
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