Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32

1Now 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.” 3So he told them this parable: 11 “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 traveled 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.’” 
A FATHER THAT MAKES NO SENSE
In today’s lesson we find Jesus is confronted by his critics for hanging around with dirty folks, and, true to his form, Jesus tells them a story. And not just a story, but a story with shock value, designed to engage his audience and challenge their way of thinking. 

Once upon a time, there was a father with two sons. One son was a real lowlife; he asks for inheritance while his father is still breathing, a gesture of complete disrespect, as if to say, “I want you to be dead so I can have my money. When his father gives him his share, the son leaves for a foreign (Gentile) country, thus showing disrespect for his own Jewish community (remember that Jesus was a Jew, as was most of his audience). When the money runs out, this son works on a PIG farm – so now he is both broke and unclean. He comes to his senses and decides to come home, but his decision is not driven by remorse but rather by self-interest, the desire to better his own living situation. He memorizes a little apology speech and heads back to the family farm.
Now Jesus’ audience (remember he’s responding to those who criticize him for hanging out with losers) would see in this son the exact sort of person that Jesus is hanging around with – despicable, immoral, unprincipled people in the eyes of those critics. And now they might be thinking, “This son will get what he deserves – at best he will be treated no longer as a son but as a slave, having to work for his father for minimum wage, if the father is merciful enough to accept him back.” But Jesus has already confounded the audience (and we stop to think about it, us too) by indicating that the old man, while still alive, gave this son his inheritance. What kind of father does that? And when the son returns home, this nonsensical father runs (a rather undignified thing for a father to do) to this son and embraces him. He doesn’t ask why this son is coming home (to get more money?). He doesn’t even ask for an apology for previous indiscretions. He embraces him, gives him a new robe, a new ring (signifying family authority), and throws him a party! None of this treatment was contingent upon apology or remorse. That’s what irks the older brother in this story. How come I never got a party? Father, this son-of-yours (he’s not my brother!) has screwed up big time, and he should pay for it! But the father will have none of that. The younger son is received unconditionally – no apology necessary. 
How would Jesus’ audience hear this? How do we hear it? Could we be so gracious to those who have in the past taken advantage of us? Wouldn’t we make our hospitality contingent upon some apology? Wouldn’t we put limits on our grace?

Of course limited grace is no grace at all, and this is the point Jesus is making. It’s also the point Paul makes, and St. Augustine makes, and Martin Luther makes. God’s grace is simply that: GRACE! Every time we celebrate the service of word and table, we remind ourselves that “Christ died while we were yet sinners.” And his resurrection is good news to all people.
Jesus leaves this story open-ended; we don’t know if the younger brother ever repented, and we don’t know if the older brother ever came to the party.  Perhaps the younger brother insisted upon sleeping with the servants, and working like a slave for his father. Perhaps the older brother kept a chip on his shoulder, remaining angry with his father for going so easy on “that son of his” while resenting his father for forgiving so freely. Perhaps these two brothers were never reconciled. But it is clear from this story that God our Father desires that we be reconciled one to another, opening his arms to those who come to him, and reaching out to those with hardened hearts. 

Sadly, this story remains open-ended up to this day. There are plenty of folks going around who fit the description of these two brothers. In fact, there’s a too much of both brothers in each of us. Let me explain: On the one hand, like the younger brother we have a hard time accepting God’s grace. We insist on earning it (which of course means that we reject God’s grace and want instead to receive wages for our good works). We bemoan the fact that we are not worthy of God’s blessings and struggle to accept the full status of being his children. At the same time, like the older brother we point at others and say to ourselves, “That person is truly unworthy of God’s blessings.” We interpret Christianity to be a religion of piety – dos and don’ts that we practice to get on God’s good side, while those who fall off the wagon are damned. 
Have we forgotten that Christianity is a matter of faith? Faith in God’s abundant, unconditional, and completely nonsensical-by-our-human-standards grace! It’s not something we can earn. It’s not something we can sell. It just is. Being a Christian means living under that grace, fully accepting it on faith. The catch is this: if we fully except that grace on faith, our actions should indicate such. We should respond to God’s grace by serving him joyfully, like a son or a daughter who works on the family farm. Furthermore we must extend that grace to others, to our brothers and sisters coming home from a wayward and tragic lifestyle. God desires nothing more than family harmony and celebration. He wants us to forgive and be forgiven. And he wants us to all dwell under the same roof. May we celebrate the magnificent grace of our heavenly Father as we are reconciled one to another!   
