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What Happened Next 
 
Let us pray… 
 
If you had to choose which character in the parable of the prodigal son with which you 
most identify, which would it be? 
 
Maybe the father?  The parent who is worried about their child, who is so relieved when 
they are safe, who might even sacrifice their own welfare for their child?  I imagine a 
parent who feels like they’re at risk of losing their child to mental illness or addiction 
might particularly connect with this father.  Or any relationship in which we’re so worried 
about the other person that we’re desperate for any sign of wellbeing, or a relationship 
where we have so much overflowing love for the person, we feel like it can overcome 
any obstacle.  Hands? 
 
How about the prodigal son, the younger son?  Maybe you’ve experienced deep 
forgiveness for serious mistakes you’ve made, or found your way back to people who 
love you.  Maybe you’ve yearned to go home, and are still holding out hope that it can 
happen.  Someone who has strategically found a way to be accepted might see 
themselves in the prodigal son.  Or someone who’s feeling like they wasted chances, 
money, time or relationships.  Hands? 
 
Or the older son?  Maybe you feel like you always do the right thing, while everybody 
else gets away with breaking the rules.  You work hard, show up, give it your all – at 
work, at home, at church.  And yet other people get more credit, or aren’t held 
accountable, or get all the adoration.  You’d like to loaf around, or get some attention, or 
even a “thank you”, but you can’t quite let yourself take a day off and you’re certainly not 
going to ask for anybody to take care of you.  Hands? 
 
Or maybe you relate to the servant in the story.  The one who the younger brother 
thinks has “too much” bread, and the older son pushes away in anger.  You can’t 
believe how wasteful the younger son is, or how whiny the older son.  You work day and 
night and have virtually nothing to show for it, but nobody hears you complaining.  If you 
feel invisible and unappreciated, you might particularly associate with the servant.  
Hands? 
 
In every scripture passage, we are invited to find ourselves, and probably can find some 
part of us in each person in any story.  But the ways in which we relate to the characters 
can definitely impact the way in which we hear the story.  I think that’s why the story of 
the prodigal son has kind of bugged Art Boyd through the years, enough so that he was 
willing to pay to hear a sermon on it.  But just to be safe, I’ll speak for myself rather than 
Art…  How many folks related to the older son?  And how many of you also happen to 
be first-born in your family?  Now, I know birth order personality traits isn’t hard and fast 
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science.  But in our culture, first-born kids tend to be more responsible, cautious, 
controlling, achieving rule-followers.  I don’t think Jesus just randomly decided that the 
first born in his parable would be the son who stayed at home; no doubt it fed into the 
expectations of his audience:  “Of course it was the first born who fulfilled his duty.”  And 
youngest children around Jesus probably said to themselves, “And of course the older 
son was a grumpy, score-keeping kill-joy.” 
 
Of course, the parable is called “The Prodigal Son”, so our focus is drawn to the 
younger son.  As most typically discussed, this parable reveals to us the overflowing, 
all-encompassing, abundant love of God.  That God is like a parent who can forgive 
anything, who will do whatever it takes to bring us close, who only wants relationship 
with us – with all of us.   
 
The parable of the prodigal son shows up in a string of parables in the gospel according 
to Luke.  And all those parables serve one purpose, in the structure of the narrative:  to 
respond to religious leaders who grumbled about Jesus, saying, “He welcomes sinners.”  
I’m pretty sure the religious leaders immediately regretted their grumbling, because it 
looks like Jesus went on and on and on about how God feels about sinners.  The word 
“sinner” comes from Greek words that mean “apart”; so a “sinner” is one who is “apart” 
from God, separated from God.  And God, Jesus teaches, will do anything to be 
reunited with us.  That is the good news, the message Jesus came to proclaim with his 
life and ministry and death. 
 
So when I look at a passage like this, and say, “This passage isn’t fair,” God’s response 
to me is, “Exactly.”  I hate it when God does that.  Like the older son, I feel like the 
younger son got away with something.  But did he?  It seems like a lot depends on what 
happened next; what happened the next day, when the party was over but the animals 
still needed tending and the crops needed weeding and there still wasn’t enough money 
to buy new equipment because the younger son had squandered his half of the 
inheritance.  What happened then…? 
 
So the sun rose.  Thank goodness for that, day in and day out; lives change, loved ones 
are lost, dreams come true and the earth keeps spinning, reminding us that we aren’t 
the center of the universe. 
 
But when that sun rose, where was the younger son?  Maybe he was still sleeping.  Dad 
had welcomed him back with open arms, all was forgiven!  He was tucked back into his 
old room, his friends were so glad he was home and they’d stayed up until the wee 
hours listening to him spin out the stories of his adventures in faraway lands.  Now that 
the younger son has food and shelter and security again, he can relax.  Go back to the 
way things were.  Sure, he’d help on the farm, he’d said he would, didn’t he, but surely 
he could sleep in this first day back?  
 
Or maybe the younger son was the first one in the barn, caring for the family’s animals 
as he’d cared for the foreign pigs.  He had learned so much while he was away:  
learned the satisfaction of hard work, learned the value of a caring family, learned how 
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much he wanted to be connected to his father and his brother.  He wasn’t sure he could 
find the words to express it, but with his actions he’d show his dad how much he 
appreciated his forgiveness, and he’d start showing his brother how sorry he was for the 
burdens he’d left him to carry. 
 
Lunchtime came, time to take a break together in the fields.  Where was the older 
brother, then?  Maybe he stubbornly kept plowing or weeding.  There was work to be 
done, no time to take a break, he wasn’t going to sit around listening to everybody 
welcoming his brother home or watching the huge smile on his father’s face.  If he was 
going to be taken for granted, fine, he’d just keep slogging away, getting everything 
done, no thanks, no credit, no celebration.  Fine. 
 
Or maybe the older brother couldn’t wait for the lunchtime break.  Maybe he embraced 
his brother, welcomed him back, offered to show him some of the changes on the farm 
after lunch.  Maybe the older brother sat close to his dad, asking for his help with a 
problem in the barn.  Maybe he even asked his father to join him on a walk, and he told 
his father things that had been worrying him lately, and his hopes for the future.  Maybe 
the older son told his father how much he loved him, and heard his father express love 
in return. 
 
That afternoon, the servant had a little break.  Maybe he spent his time trying to figure 
out how the younger brother’s return was going to impact everything.  Maybe the 
younger brother had always made more work for the servant, a bossy and messy 
member of the household, and the servant was weary just thinking about all the work 
ahead.  Or maybe the servant was hopeful that the younger brother’s return would ease 
the stress on the older brother and the grief of the father, and there would be a little less 
anxiety in the household.  But whatever happened, the servant felt almost completely 
powerless.  He could not control what came next.  He hoped and prayed that there 
would be justice, compassion and peace.  But hoping didn’t make it happen. 
 
Finally the workday came to an end, and it was time for dinner.  Maybe the father sat at 
the head of the table.  Maybe he called the younger son to sit beside him, couldn’t take 
his eyes off of him, as if afraid he’d disappear again.  The father might have called the 
servants to wash the younger brother’s feet, to get a cushion for him to lean on, to bring 
him the best cut of meat.  While everybody else took care of their own needs and tasks 
and ate as if they were each alone. 
 
Or maybe the father called everyone together, before dinner was served: sons and 
servants alike.  And he told them all how glad and grateful he was to have all of them 
with him, that all of them are precious and beautiful and beloved.  And he announced 
that there will no longer be older and younger, no longer be servant and boss.  Instead, 
they will be one community, everyone an equal, caring for each other and being cared 
for in return.  And then everybody helped with the meal and everybody ate together and 
there was more laughter and love at that dinner than ever before.  And nobody was 
“apart”, everybody was connected, all united by the parent’s love. 
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Maybe that’s what happened next. 
 
The parable of the prodigal son is about people who are apart from one another, 
separated from each other.  The younger son, separated by his desire for the flashy 
things of the world, for seeing what he can get away with.  The older son, separated by 
his score-keeping, inability to ask for what he needs.  The father, separated by so much 
focus on one child that he doesn’t see the other.  The servant, outside of the abundance 
he has helped the family to gain. 
 
That separateness is, I daresay, familiar to all of us.  We get further and further away 
from each other because of political differences, misunderstandings, old grudges, 
personality conflicts, fear and anxiety.  But God calls us back together.  God reaches 
out to embrace us, to draw us in, to find connection.  But that connection is risky.  That’s 
part of the message of the prodigal son parable.  Just because the younger son comes 
home, doesn’t mean he won’t leave again.  Doesn’t mean he won’t take advantage of 
his father again.  Just because the father tells his older son how much he loves him, 
doesn’t mean the older son will soften, and find joy.  Just because the family is all 
together doesn’t mean the servants are treated with justice.  God invites us all to the 
welcome-back party, but that doesn’t guarantee a happy ending.  God doesn’t promise 
us we won’t get hurt, that we won’t cause each other pain.  God just says that this is 
who we are, a beloved community connected by the divine spirit.  And God will do 
anything to keep us close. 
 
So Jesus finishes telling the religious leaders his little story.  “The end.”  But that’s when 
the real story begins.  For it is our story.  We are the sons, the father, the servant.  What 
will we do next?  Will we risk connection with each other?  Will we make room for each 
other?  Will we sacrifice some of our own “wants” for each other’s needs?  Will we let 
the world’s call to consumption and distraction pull us from meaningful collaboration? 
 
My brothers, my sisters, my siblings, God is pulling us toward each other.  God is 
reminding us that we belong to each other.  God is not promising everything will be 
smooth and easy, but God is promising to be with us through it all.  God is ready, 
waiting – and can’t wait to see what happens next.  Amen. 
 


