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Let us pray… 
 
Kong and Megan (parents of children baptized this morning), I’ve got bad news for you.  
Someday, Mason and Lily are going to move out of the new house you just bought.  Or 
maybe that’s good news.  Because that’s the way of things, in our time and place, right?  
Kids grow up, gain their independence, go out on their own.  They don’t come back.  Or if 
they do, it’s usually fraught with worry and stress.   
 
That current reality impacts how we hear this morning’s scripture reading.  Oh, we know 
the prodigal daughter is a selfish jerk; she takes half her parents’ money, and does not 
invest it wisely in education or a condo.  She blows it on Jimmy Choos.  Or elaborate 
computer games.  Or heroin.  She’s got nothing to show for it and nothing to fall back on 
when times get hard.  So she comes crawling back home. 
 
Turns out, for Jesus’ audience, this story would have sounded even worse.  A father’s 
possessions would pass to his sons when he died; asking for it when he’s alive is like 
saying you wish he was dead, and actually giving it to your kid is like signing your own 
death certificate.  The neighbors would have been shocked.   
 
And women in Jesus’ time had no legal or economic standing; my adaptation of this 
morning’s scripture reading never could have happened.  So if you’re a woman in ancient 
Palestine, if one of your sons runs off and takes half the money that is supposed to see 
you through old age, there’s a good chance you’re going to be begging by the side of the 
road. 
 
So the prodigal child wasn’t just a selfish jerk, they were putting their parents’ very lives 
at stake. 
 
Which means Jesus’ audience would have been quite satisfied when the prodigal child 
ended up working for a pig farmer.  As you might recall, Jewish tradition considers pigs to 
be “unclean”.  The prodigal child is cleaning up after these profane creatures, envying the 
very garbage that they eat.  How low can you get?!  Jesus’ audience would be ready to 
hear “And he lived miserably ever after.  The end.”  That would be a good teaching story.   
 
But then Jesus goes on about the prodigal child coming home.  Okay, the child can be a 
servant on the parents’ farm.  Or maybe be accepted back into the family after a suitable 
amount of groveling and repentance.  But, no.  Jesus describes a father running down 
the road like a gleeful child to embrace the one who once was lost and now is found.  
People listening to Jesus tell this story would probably side with the older sibling, feeling 
grumpy themselves that such a wasteful, selfish jerk could behave so badly and get away 
with it.  What kind of an example is that?! 
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Today’s families look so different than the one Jesus talked about.  Today’s prodigal child 
has two mommies.  Or just a dad.  Or maybe he’s being raised by grandparents, or she 
lives in foster care.  There’s no family farm, both parents work, we’re hoping social 
security will help us in our retirement, and everybody’s inheritance is dependent on the 
stock market or the price of housing.  But one thing is still true.  Families are complicated.  
They can be abusive, broken, loving, happy, nurturing, destructive, holy or hellish.  Or all 
of that in any one-hour period.  I avoid referring to a congregation as a “church family” 
because while for some of us that is a comforting and protective phrase, for others of us it 
invites Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  Of course, churches can be as unhealthy as 
families, and healthy churches might heal the damage families have done.  Families are 
complicated, and they can complicate everything else. 
 
So I think we should start a prodigal child support group.  Or maybe more of a 12-step 
prodigal recovery group.  Just something where we could share our stories, learn from 
them, and practice more whole and healthy ways of living. 
 
Because we all have a little of the prodigal in us, don’t we?  Yes, “prodigal” typically 
means wasteful, rashly wasteful.  The prodigal daughter in Jesus’ story wasted half her 
mother’s worldly possessions.  But there are all kinds of ways of being wasteful, and one 
person’s waste is another person’s necessity.   
 
Let’s get this out of the way:  I’m the oldest child.  Firstborn in my family and firstborn in 
my heart.  Not only do I follow the rules but I get anxious when other people don’t.  I’m 
wired for duty, and meeting expectations.  I’m inclined to keep score; I want to make sure 
I’ve given others more than they’ve given me, I don’t like to be in anyone’s debt, but I 
don’t forget that they “owe” me either.  I am that oldest child, refusing to go into my 
sister’s party, pouting because my mother never killed a goat for me.  And that, my 
friends, is a prodigal daughter.  Can you imagine anything more wasteful than energy 
spent on making sure other people are following the rules, or keeping score?  Can you 
imagine anything more wasteful than time spent grumbling or glowering and refusing to 
join in the feast?  So here you go:  My name is Cindy, and I’m a prodigal. 
 
But I wouldn’t be sitting by myself at a prodigal support group, would I?  What about 
those who have been labeled “prodigal” by others – told they wasted their talent, their 
chances, their good family name?  Sitting beside me in the group would be someone 
called “prodigal” by his entire extended family.  Nobody could believe the way he broke 
his parents’ hearts when he wouldn’t even go out to dinner with them after college 
graduation, and the next day moved across the country and refused to answer their calls.  
It was shocking, really, the lack of gratitude for all his parents had done.  But that’s 
because nobody knew the physical and emotional abuse he’d suffered from his parents 
for years; it wasn’t safe to go home, so he’d gladly wear the label of prodigal if it meant 
he could actually live. 
 
Across the room, another prodigal would love to go home.  But she isn’t allowed.  She 
isn’t welcome.  She – who was born “he” – has, they say, prodigiously thrown away her 
entire future, the one where she was supposed to marry well, have 2.4 kids, and take 
over the family business.  As a man.  Instead, she is a young, homeless, family-less 
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prodigal.  Even after everything her parents’ said to her, she misses them.  She’s hungry 
for food, but she’s starving for their love. 
 
Beside her sits an older prodigal.  He never ran away or was kicked out.  He was home 
every night for dinner, like clockwork.  But he wasn’t really there.  His kids were trophies, 
his wife a maid.  He worked hard, as he was “supposed to do”.  But then one day he 
woke up and realized how much time he’d wasted.  His kids were grown, and they were 
strangers.  His wife had a full life, one that had nothing to do with him.  At holidays, he 
still sits at the head of the table, surrounded by people.  But he is totally alone. 
 
So many ways of being prodigals, condemned by others or ourselves as wasteful of 
money or time or energy or opportunity.  The support group is already full to capacity.  
But in comes one more long-time member.  They introduce themselves:  “My name is 
God.  I’m a prodigal.” 
 
Well, that makes no sense!  How could God be wasteful?  God is perfect!  Although, have 
you ever seen a field of wildflowers?  Probably could have gotten away with a couple 
hundred less.  And fish!  There are so many different kinds of fish; do we really need that 
much variety?  God may be more wasteful than we first thought.  Although we know life 
on earth requires great diversity, so maybe the balance is just right, who knows?  
Because apparently that’s not why God is in the support group.   
 
God, it seems, has been prodigal with love.  Throwing it around, left and right, as if love 
was infinite with plenty to spare.  God, like the parent in the story, loves the wayward 
youngest child and the grumpy oldest child.  God loves every member of the support 
group.  Heck, God loves the families that hurt some of them.  God has been the most 
prodigal of all.  A reflection by Maren Tirabassi on this scripture passage gives us insight 
into some of those God has loved foolishly, prodigiously.  She writes: 

Look this one who was lost is found; 
This one who was dead is alive. 
Registered sex offender. 
Heroin addict. 
Someone’s ex-spouse. 
The oldest meanest dog in the shelter. 
…The man who sold imaginary condos  
that were actually a swamp, 
and laughed about it. 
The therapist who told stories  
about clients. 
…The person texting 
behind the wheel 
and no one else survived. 
Look, this one who was lost is found, 
this one who was dead is alive. 
Come and join us – 
there is music and dancing. 
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My friends, are you ready to join this support group?  Are you ready to hear the stories of 
those who have given away their self-esteem to mean people at school or work, and 
those who have wasted their attention on keeping up with the neighbors?  Are you ready 
to tell your story of wasting years on trying to change your spouse, throwing away your 
values to get ahead at work?  Of course, in this support group, we don’t just tell our 
stories.  We practice whole and healthy ways of living, too:  generosity rather than 
keeping score, forgiveness rather than grudges, declaring that we are all worthy of love 
just as we are.  It’s a lot of work. 
 
The good thing is, you don’t have to go far to find this recovery program.  723 
Massachusetts Ave. in Boxborough.  Right here, right now.  That’s right, this – this 
church, our worship together – is a support group for the prodigal in all of us, the ways in 
which we’ve thrown away what matters most, and the times in which others have 
condemned us for throwing away the things that were actually killing us.  That’s what 
church is, a place to be loved just as we are, right now.  And a place to practice being our 
best selves, the one we were created to be. 
 
And we will have the absolute best mentor in this work.  God hasn’t just been a long-time 
member of this group, God started it way-back-when.  God is the first prodigal.  When it 
comes to lavishly, extravagantly giving away love, God is a pro.  So come on in, bring 
your whole self here, all your bitterness and your broken places, all your beauty and your 
blessings.  God sees it all, God knows it all, God is in it all, God loves it all.  God loves 
you.  God is running toward you, with straight-out abandon, hair flying and looking foolish, 
because God just can’t wait to pull you in, and embrace you with love.  God, that force of 
life and light, has an infinite amount of love to waste on you.   
 
So come, all you prodigals.  In this place, you are not outcastes or servants.  You are 
beloved children of God.  We’ve been waiting for you, watching for you, hoping you’d 
come.  Because you are here, there will be feasting and dancing and song.  Let the party 
begin.  Amen. 


