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Fourth Sunday in Lent Year C – March 2022 

Joshua 5:9-12  Psalm 32  2 Corinthians 5:16-21  Luke 15:1-3, 11b-32 

 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be 

acceptable in your sight, O Lord my strength and my redeemer. 

Once again, the Pharisees and scribes were grumbling about Jesus - 

"This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them."  With the 

Pharisees as his target, Jesus proceeds to tell the Parable of the Lost 

Sheep, the Parable of the Lost Coin, and the Parable of the Lost Sons 

– what we usually call the Parable of the Prodigal Son. 

We’ve heard this parable so often that it’s become more like an 

Aesop’s Fable than words from Jesus.  It’s so familiar, that we may 

tend to tune it out – there was one woman who had heard the story so 

often she told her pastor, “I wish that poor boy had never run away 

from home!”  But today, I’d like to approach it from a less familiar 

perspective. 

There once was a man with two sons.  The younger son said ‘Dad, I 

wish you were dead.  But since you’re not, let’s pretend you are and 

give me my inheritance now.’  In Jesus’ time, that’s how the son’s 

words would have been perceived – arrogant, disrespectful, and 

certainly disobedient to the commandment to honor your father and 

mother. 

Now, this is a parable, not a true story; but if I had a son who talked to 

me like that, I don’t think I would have said ‘Sure son – here you go.’ 
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Next, the son takes off to a distant land, loses all that he had taken 

from his father, and decides to run back home where he’s welcomed 

with open arms. 

Again, I’m afraid I might have said ‘Son, I love you, but there’s no 

room for you here.’ 

Then, in the middle of the welcome home party, the elder son is as 

arrogant and disrespectful to his father as the younger son had been 

– essentially disowning his brother and his father.  He was full of 

anger, judgmentalism, and self-pity; but the father calls him ‘my 

child’, reminds him that the younger son is his brother, and tells the 

elder son that he already has everything that the father has. 

I would likely have told him “come back when your attitude 

improves.” 

But that’s not the way the parable goes, and the straightforward 

interpretation of the younger son as the sinful, lost children of Israel, 

the elder son as the Pharisees, and the father as our loving, merciful 

God is absolutely correct.  But this parable is also one of three where 

Jesus talks about things (and people!) being lost.  I’d like to look at 

some of the ways in which we can be ‘lost’. 

Sometimes we start off to conquer the world on our life’s journey, and 

we wind up drifting.  We reach a point in our lives when we look 

around and say ‘How did I ever get here?’  We feel lost. 
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Sometimes we immerse ourselves in our careers and become 

detached from our families, friends, and faith.  We feel lost. 

Sometimes we are plugged in to hobbies, or sports, or social 

networks that do not truly give us spiritual and emotional support in 

times of need.  We feel lost. 

Sometimes we have put so much on our plates that we get 

overloaded.  We are so constantly bombarded with responsibilities, 

information, and technology that we don’t have the energy for 

genuine relationships.  We feel lost. 

Sometimes we are trying so hard to live up to others’ expectations 

and opinions that we no longer know who we really are.  We feel lost. 

Sometimes a pandemic comes along and normal life is shut down, 

we’re told to stay in our homes, and we become disconnected.  We 

feel lost. 

Sometimes drugs and alcohol consume our lives, destroy our plans, 

and isolate us from our families and friends.  We feel lost. 

I can certainly relate to the younger son.  There was a time when I felt 

I knew more than my father, when I could conquer the world, and 

when I didn’t need any help to do it. 

In 1984 I gathered all I had and traveled to a distant country.  That 

country was called Raleigh, North Carolina.  The problem with going 
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to a far country was that I still took myself along – unfortunately, 

change of scene does not equal change of life.  And there I 

squandered myself in progressive alcoholism for the next ten years.  

This was not one of my life’s goals.  When I was a child, I never said “I 

want to grow up and be an alcoholic.”  Addiction is not a matter of 

morals, willpower, or lifestyle choice.  It is a physical, mental, and 

spiritual illness that affects almost 10% of the people we know in our 

everyday lives; and the pandemic isolation has made things worse. 

- The latest CDC numbers from November 2021 show over 

100,000 overdose deaths during the 12 month reporting period.  

That’s a 28 ½ % increase from the prior year.  That’s about 275 

deaths per day.  We don’t hear about it as much because it’s 

spread out all over the country; but imagine if we heard reports 

of a fully-loaded Boeing 787 crashing every day – that’s just 

about the equivalent number. 

- According to the North Carolina Department of Health and 

Human Services, nearly 4,000 people died from overdoses in 

North Carolina in 2021 – that’s a 26% increase in our own state. 

- From a CDC study released in February this year, drug deaths 

among children ages 10 to 14 more than tripled from 2019 to 

2020. 

As the coronavirus pandemic begins to abate, addiction remains an 

ongoing, treatable epidemic that impacts our families, friends, co-

workers, and communities every day.  The chances are pretty good 



Page 5 of 8 
 

that each of you know someone who has suffered from an addiction 

or who has dealt with addiction in their family. 

The younger son in our parable spent all his inheritance, got caught 

in a pandemic (they called it a famine), and had to work feeding pigs.  

For a Jew to have to go to work for a gentile and work with unclean 

animals was the lowest of the low.  There’s an old story about two 

guys named Joe and Charlie who went out bar hopping one night.  

They stopped into a new place and sat down for a couple of drinks.  

Charlie pointed across the bar and said, “You know Joe, if we ever get 

as bad as those two guys over there, I’m gonna quit.”  Joe said, “You 

idiot!  That’s a mirror!” 

Sometimes we play the game of telling ourselves it’s not so bad, but 

eventually we need to see ourselves clearly in the mirror.  Like the 

younger son, an addict has to hit bottom when ‘no one gives him 

anything’ – when all the enablers are gone.  The lost son has to ‘come 

to himself’ to begin the journey home.  Whatever the cause, losing 

ourselves is the greatest loss of all – it costs us our relationships with 

our family and friends, and most importantly, our relationship with 

God.  I had to recognize my powerlessness and admit my need for 

God’s help. 

But the great hope in this parable is that we are never too lost to 

return home.  God will see us while we are still far off and meet us 

more than halfway.  The parable could have ended with the son’s 
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restoration and welcome home celebration, but Jesus is still talking to 

the Pharisees (and to us). 

The elder son is every bit as lost as the younger son was.  In his self-

righteousness he started listing his virtues – I’ve worked like a slave 

for you; I’ve never disobeyed you.  The elder son is a scorekeeper.  

He wants some assurance that life is fair; that his brother will pay a 

price for his actions.  He wants justice – not mercy and grace – 

probably because he doesn’t think he needs mercy or grace.  All this 

in spite of the fact that early in the parable we are told that the father 

divided his property between both sons.  By Jewish law, the elder son 

would have received double what the younger son received.  So it 

was literally true when the father said “all that is mine is yours.”, yet 

it’s still not enough for him – there is no satisfying the human ego 

when it runs the show. 

Imagine counting every good thing someone did for you and using 

that to judge how much they love you.  Or imagine keeping track of 

every unhelpful or hurtful thing people in your life do to you and 

demanding payment.  Worse yet, imagine them demanding payment 

from you for your mistakes!  But the father in the parable is a parent 

who loves both his children more than anyone can measure.  And 

that’s when counting breaks down.  When you love so much there is 

no scale adequate to measure that love. 

The parable leaves us with many unanswered questions.  We don’t 

know if the younger son maintained his good behavior.  We don’t 
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know if the elder son reconciled with his father or his brother.  And I 

think that’s okay. 

We started with the Pharisees and scribes grumbling about Jesus - 

"This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them." I might have 

agreed with the Pharisees.  Don’t we still tell our children ‘be careful 

who you hang out with’?  Don’t we still have sayings like “If you lie 

down with dogs, you’ll get up with fleas”?  Don’t we still have the idea 

of “guilt by association”? 

Today, I’m very grateful that I don’t have to meet the Pharisees’ 

standards to be welcome at the Lord’s Table. 

We are all lost sons and daughters; otherwise, Jesus’ life, death, and 

resurrection would not have been necessary.  The essence of 

repentance is acknowledging just how lost I am.  This is a true 

resurrection moment. 

The message of the parable is that God loves you – fiercely, 

fearlessly, and faithfully.  Whether you have wasted opportunity after 

opportunity in your life or have been quietly and conscientiously 

working away behind the scenes and wondering when you’ll be 

appreciated . . . God loves you. Whether you have welcomed others 

who are down and out or have judged others for not measuring up . . . 

God loves you.  No one is too far gone, too low, too disgraced, or too 

damaged to receive the unconditional love of God; and no one is too 

good, too dutiful, or too full of integrity for that love. 
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The word ‘prodigal’ does not appear in this parable.  It’s a word the 

church used to describe the younger son’s squandering of his 

property in dissolute living.  But ‘prodigal’ is also defined as ‘lavishly 

abundant’, and that describes the father’s love for both of his sons.  

All three parables tell us to rejoice and celebrate when one who is lost 

is restored to relationship. 

In my life, I have been both the younger son and the elder son.  My 

hope is that we can all become more like the father.  When we can go 

out and embody God’s prodigal love in the world, then we can help 

the lost come to themselves, come to believe, and come home. 

Amen 


